HEARING TO REVIEW THE DEPARTMENT OF 
VETERANS AFFAIRS COMPLIANCE WITH THE 
REQUIREMENTS OF THE GOVERNMENT PER- 
FORMANCE AND RESULTS ACT 


HEARING 

BEFORE THE 

SUBCOMMITTEE ON BENEFITS 

OF THE 

COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS 
HOUSE OP REPRESENTATIVES 

ONE HUNDRED FIFTH CONGRESS 

SECOND SESSION 

MARCH 26. 1998 

Priated for the uw of the Committee on Veterane' Affaire 

Serial No. 105-34 



VB. COVBRNHENT PRINTING OPFICE 
B0-6MCC WASHINGTON ; IMS 


For sale by itae UB. Govemmem Pruning Office 
Si^enmendcDl of Oucumeou. Ccmgiessiand Sales Office. WashingHm. DC 20402 
ISBN 0-16-OS7439>0 


AUTHENTICATED 
US OOVERNMENT 
fNr-ORMATION 


COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS 


BOB STOMP, 

CHBISTOPHER H. SMITH, Naw Jener 

I>aCHA£L BtLIRAKlS, norida 

FLOYD SPBNCE. South CuoUaa 

TERRY EVERBTT. AUbunt 

STEVE BUYER, Indiana 

JACK QUINN, New York 

SPENCER BACnUS, Aiabama 

CLIFF STEARNS, Plotida 

DAN SCHAEFER. Colorado 

JERRY MORAN. Kanaaa 

JOHN COOKSEY. LouiaUna 

ASA HUTCHINSON. Arkanaaa 

J.D. HAYWORTH. Arizona 

HELEN CHENOWETH, Idaho 

RAY LAHOOD, 

BILL REDMOND. Now Maxiee 


Aritooa, CAatrmaa 

XANE EVANS, lUinoii 
JOSEPH P. KENNEDY U. Mamchuaetts 
BOB PILNER, California 
LUIS V. GUTIERREZ, UUnou 
JAMES E. CLYBURN, SouUt Carolina 
CORRINE BROWN. Florida 
BdICHAEL F. DOYLE. Pcanaylvania 
FRANK MASCARA. I^nnajlvania 
COLLIN C. PETERSON. MinnaioU 
JULIA CARSON. Indiana 
SILVESTRE REYES. Texa* 

VIC SNYDER, Arkanaaa 
GIRO D. RODRIGUEZ. Tezaa 


Cam. D. COUMENATOa, Chief Counac/ and Staff Dinetof 


SUBCOMMITTEE ON BENEFITS 


JACK QUINN. 


DAN SCHAEFER, Colorado 
J.D. HAYWORTH. Arizona 
RAY LaHOOD. tllinoia 
BILL REDMOND. New Mazieo 


New York, Chairman 

BOB FILNER. California 
FRANK MASCARA, Pensa^vania 
SILVESTRE REYES. Tazaa 
CIRO D. RODRIGUEZ. Taut 


(n) 



CONTENTS 


OPENING STATEMENTS 

Pif« 

Chairmao Quino J 

Hoo. Bob Filner 2 

Hon. Lane Evans, ranking democratic member, Full Committee on Veterans 

Aflaire 3 

Hon. Giro D. Rodriguez 6 

Prepared statement of Congressman Rodriguez 21 

WITNESSES 

Ft^oni, Cynthia M., Associate Director, Veterans' Affairs and Military 
Health Care lasues, Health, Education, and Human Services Division, Gen- 
eral Accounting Offioe 4 

Prepared statement of Ms. Fagnoni 22 

Thompson, Joseph, Under Secretary, Benefits, Veterans Benefits Administra- 
tion, Department of Veterans Affairs 12 

PrepaM statement of Mr. Thompson 31 

MATERIAL SUBMITTED FOB THE RECORD 

Statement of The American L^on 39 

Written committee questions and their reimnses: 

Congreasman Evans to Department afveterans Affairs 45 


(in) 




HEARING TO REVIEW THE DEPARTMENT OF 
VETERANS AFFAIRS COMPLIANCE WITH 
THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE GOVERNMENT 
PERFORMANCE AND RESULTS ACT 


THURSDAY. MARCH 26, 1698 

House of Representatives, 
Subcommittee on Benefits, 
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, 

Washington, DC. 

The Committee met, pursuant to notice, at 10:05 a.m., in room 
334, Cannon House Office Building, Hon. Jack Quinn (chairman of 
the subcommittee) presiding. 

Present: Representatives Quinn, Filner, Evans, and Rodriguez. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF CHAIRMAN QUINN 

Mr. Quinn Good morning. The subcommittee will come to order. 
Today, we are here to take testimony regarding VBA’s progress to- 
wards meeting the requirements of the Government Performance 
and Results and Act. I have 2 ilso asked Under Secretary Thompson 
to present his vision as we head toward the future, and we're all 
eager to hear what he sees as the challenges and opportunities fac- 
ing the VBA. I know this can be a very dry topic at times, but our 
Government Performance and Results Act is the foundation for the 
future, and it’s important that we meet with VA to discuss their 
progress from time to time during the year. 

GAO, as we know, has published a guide to use in analyzing per- 
formance plans. This guide lists three core questions: first, does the 
VA performance plan provide a clear picture of intended perform- 
ance across the agency? Second, how well does the VA’s perform- 
ance plan discuss the strategies and resources needed to achieve 
the goals? And, finally, does the VA's performance plan instill con- 
fidence that the performance data will be credible. 

I consider this hearing to be a continuation of the consultation 
process required by the act, and we are interested in VA’s ongoing 
process to improve their performance ^lan. Last year, VA managers 
met with our staff for a one-day ofisite working session that was 
verv productive, I know, from our standpoint. I would hope that we 
could arranM to repeat that success this spring. In short, we want 
to help, and it’s easier if we are involved in the proems at the be- 
ginning stages instead of after everything has begun. 

I know that Bob Filner, our raiildng member, is interested not 
only in the process and the issue, but we’ve relied on him for input 
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and advice all along the way, and I would tiirn to him now for any 
remarks he may have. Bob? 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. BOB FILNER 

Mr. Filner. I thank the chairman as always for his graciousness 
and kind words, and we look forward to this hearing to review the 
Department of Veterans Affairs compliance with the requirements 
of the Government Performance and Results Act. 

I know from my own years in San Diego as a member of the 
school boeird and a member of the city council, it is difficult both 
to understand or to make known the actual results of what a bu- 
reaucracy is doing and to hold that bureaucracy accountable. I 
think the efforts that the VBA is making to change the present as- 
sembly line claims process seems to be on track. I hear from veter- 
ans in my own district of San Diego and various groups who have 
studied tUs issue that serious problems do exist in the adjudication 
of veterans' compensation and pension claims. I hope that the re- 
quirements of GPRA as well as the commitment expressed by Mr. 
Thompson will help the VA to turn the battleship of its bureau- 
cratic system around and direct it toward the result we all desire, 
an improvement in the lives of American veterans. 

I also welcome the candor which the new Under Secretary, Mr. 
Thompson, has brought to his job. We had been informed, for ex- 
ample, that the error rate in the ai^udication of compensation and 
pensions claims is an unacceptable 36 percent; that the information 
used to track the claims of Persian Gulf veterans was unreliable 
and that a new system has been develop^ to provide verifiable 
data and that the VA had no national training program for new ad- 
judicators to provide consistency and quality to the decision making 
process. 

These facts demonstrate that constant vigilance and a well de- 
fined supervision system are essential to addressing the problems 
of an entrenched bureaucracy. I trust that Mr. Thompson will take 
appropriate steps to address the recently discovered problem in- 
volving the manipulation of data entered in the VA’s computer sys- 
tems as well as idie high error rate in decisions involving veterans’ 
compensation and pension benefits, and I hope Mr. Thompson will 
address that today. 

Obviously, once we define a problem and identify it, then we 
have to solve it. Like the chairman, I encourage the VA to work 
with members of Congress and the staff of this committee and 
other committees to implement the GPRA requirements and to im- 
prove the performance of our employees in achieving the results 
that we all want. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 

Mr. Quinn. Thank you, Mr. Filner. We're also joined by the rank- 
ing member of the Full Committee, Mr. Lane Evans, and, Lane, 
thanks for joining us. I don’t think you’ve missed a single one of 
our subcommittee meetings. We’re keeping attendance, and we ap- 
preciate you being here. 'Thanks, and I turn to srou for any opening 
remarks. Lane. 
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OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. LANE EVANS, RANKING DEMO- 
CRATIC MEMBER, FULL COMMITTEE ON VETERANS AFFAIRS 

Mr. Evans. Well, thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thank you also for 
your work on this subcommittee, and I believe this is one of the 
most important hearings well be having this year. Although it may 
be sometimes difficult to get excited about the VA's ability to clear- 
ly define its missions and goals than it is to get excited about a 
program that provides dirert benefits and service to veterans, the 
effect of this legislation on the lives and well being of our veterans 
may be just as significant. After all, we can, on this committee, de- 
sign effective, imaginative programs for the veterans we represent, 
but the Veterans Administration must implement these programs 
as Congress intended if our veterans are to benefit. 

For example, what good is the GI Bill if the benefit level is too 
low for real use by an average veteran? What good is the Com- 
pensation Program if it takes years for a veteran to establish his 
or her eligibility? What good is the Vocational Rehabilitation Pro- 
gram if the goal for a participating veteran is unclear, The VA 
must understand its mission and focus on the results of the pro- 
grams it administers if America’s veterans are to be well served. 

I do want to take the opportunity to, again, tell Joe Thompson 
how glad we are to have him here today. In his statement before 
the committee yesterday, the national commander of AM- VETS de- 
scribed you as a talent^ an innovative manager who's building a 
team to implement and manage change. I agree with the command- 
er's remarks, and we look forward to working with you in the 
future. 

Mr. Chairman, I am sorry that the Armed Services Committee 
is meeting at this hour with the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and I’ve got 
to get back there in a few minutes, but I appreciate your holding 
this hearing today. 

Mr. Quinn. Thank you. Well, we appreciate your being with us 
and for your comments and remarks. We also look to you for advice 
and counsel during the course of the rest of these hearings. Thanks 
very much. 

Mr. Filner will return. He has teiken off for just a minute or two, 
but we're going to proceed as he does a little bit of other business. 
Oxir first panel is from the General Accounting Office, and Ms. 
Cynthia Fagnoni is back with us this morning to present the agen- 
cj?8 analysis of the VA’s current performance plan. Would you 
please step forward and I know you’re joined by, today, Ms. Irene 
Chu, from GAO to assist in amswering some of the questions. Glad 
to have you both back again. 

We also begin by saying that, of course, any full statement, for 
the record, tlmt you have will be accepted and become part of the 
record of the hearing today, but I also ask if your opening remarks 
could be limited to about 5 minutes or so. Thmik you. Please 
proceed. 
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STATEMENT OF CYNTHIA M. FAGNONI, ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR, 

VETERANS’ AFFAIRS AND MHJTARY HEALTH CARE ISSUES, 

HEALTH, EDUCATION, AND HUMAN SERVICES DIVISION, 

GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE 

Ms. Faononi. Th ank you. Good morning, Mr. Chairman. We’re 
pleased to be here t(^ay to discuss VBA’s progress in implementing 
the Results Act. As you know, the Congress has taken steps in re- 
cent years to fundamentally change the way Federal agencies go 
about their work. The Residts Act was passra to require agencies 
to clearly define their missions, set goals, measure performance, 
and report on their accomplishments. 

In fiscal year 1997, VBA received over $22 billion in appropriated 
funds to provide benefits and services to the Nation’s vetorans and 
their families. My statement will address the prom^ss VBA has 
made and the challenKs it faces in implementing the Results Act. 
The information in tnis statement is based on reports we have 
issued over the past year on VA’s efforts to develop a strat^c 
plan; a review of VBA’s business plan, and discussions with VBA 
officials. 

In summapr, VBA continues to make process in setting tosIs 
and measuring its program’s performance but faces significant 
challenges in its efforts to successfully implement the Results Act. 
VBA has efforts underway to address these challenges which, if 
continued, will help ensure success. These efforts are focused on 
four key Results Act requirements: focusing on results; coordinat- 
ing related performance goals; developing stoategies to achieve per- 
formemce goals, and measuring and assessing performance. 

Regarding the first point, focusing on results, VBA is in the proc- 
ess of developing results oriented goals and measures for each of 
its programs in response to concerns we and others have raised. To 
measure the effectiveness of Vocational Rehabilitation Program ef- 
forts to help veterans find and maintain suitable jobs, for example, 
VBA has developed an outcome success rate which it defines as the 
percentage of veterans who have terminated their mogram and 
who have met accepted criteria for program success. The outcome 
measure VBA has established for its housing program is the per- 
centage of veterans who say they would not have been able to pur- 
chase any home or would have purchased a less expensive home 
without a VA guaranteed loan, 

VBA officials told us they plan to develop results-oriented goals 
and measures for its three other programs by this summer. They 
consider these as well as the goals and measures already developed 
for the VR iind Education Programs to be interim pen<^g further 
analyses and evaluations VBA plans to complete over the next 3 to 
5 years. 

Developing more results-oriented goals and measures will reouire 
VBA to address difficult, sensitive questions regarding specific oen- 
efit programs such as whether disabled veterans are oeing com- 

P ensated appropriately under the existing Disability Compensation 
rogram structure. To address these questions, VBA is continuing 
its consultations with the Congress begun last year in conjunction 
with VA’s strategic planning efforts — and I m^ht add that in the 
last year when they had the offsite session, GAO participated in 
that session. 
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A secoad area of focus for VBA is the need to ensure that it is 
coordinating efforts with other parts of VA as well as Federal and 
State agencies that support veterans’ benefits programs. VBA has 
efforts under way to coordinate within an outside VA to achieve 
specific goals. For example, VBA is working with VHA to improve 
the quality of the disability exams VHA physicians conduct. The 
lack of adequate exams has been a primary reason why appealed 
decisions are remanded to VBA. VBA will need to continue to co- 
ordinate with organizations that are critical to veterans’ benefits 
programs to ensure overall, high quality service to veterans. 

A third Results Act requirement is that an agency highlight in 
its annual performance plan the stratec^ needed to achieve specific 
goals. VBA is in the early stages of developing clear and specific 
strategies. For example, VBA is relying on business process re- 
engineering to enable it to reduce the time it takes to complete 
compensation claims. However, VBA does not describe the specific 
actions needed; set a dme table for implementing needed changes, 
or show a clear linkage between BPR initiatives and reduced proc- 
essing time. 

A fourth focus for VBA is on the need for accurate, reliable data 
to effectively measure and assess its mrformance. However, in de- 
veloping performance measures, VBA has identified numerous data 
gaps. For example, one goal is to ensure that VBA is providing the 
best value per tajroayer dollars. However, VBA is currently unable 
to calculate the rull cost of providing benefits and services to 
veterans. 

In addition, completed and ongoing VA inspector general audits 
have identifi^ data system internal control weaknesses and data 
inte^ty problems wUch, if not corrected, will undermine VA’s 
ability to reliably measure its performance. For example, in assess- 
ing whether key claims process of timeliness data are valid, 
reliable, and accurate, IG auditors recently found instances where 
VBA’s regional office staff were manipulating data to make their 
performance appear better than it re^y was. VBA officials have 
told us fiiat they’re in the process of assessing the data systems 
vulnerability so th^ can take steps to correct the problems 
identified. 

Mr. Chairman, this completes my short statement this morning. 
We’d be happy to answer any questions you may have. 

(The prepared statement of Ms. Fagnoni apmars on p. 22.] 

B4r. Quinn. Thank you very much. First on, just an observation: 
I think those offsite visits, while I have not p>articipated, the re- 
spwnse I get back is that they’re helpful and would suggest that 
when we schedule the springtime one, which would be shortly, that 
we would include GAO again to join the day, and 

Ms. Fagnoni. Sure, we’d be haroy to. 

Mr. Quinn (continuing). Then, I don’t know that we’d necessarily 
run across anything earth shattering on those days, but it seems 
to make more sense that if we’re all involved in the beginning, we 
don’t have to come back and re^ucate and rebri^. So, thanlca for 
joining, and Fd also like to know when that one’s set up in the 
roring once we get a date and time and a place. It’s pwssible that 
if I’m here, maybe I could stop for a little bit. I didn’t get to the 
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last one, but if you know the dates. I’d at least share that with the 
subcommittee members. 

You talk about the 3 to 5 years in terms of developing final goals 
and measures. Is that three to five adequate? Is it too long? Is it 
too short? Obviously, it wouldn't have been sug^sted but your 
sense from the GAO in terms of that time perii^. Can you com* 
ment? 

Ms. Fagnoni. Well, weVe been — we and others have been push- 
ing VBA pretty hard since last year to focus on program results 
and to set ^als recognizing that, particularly, with entitlement 
pn^ams, this can be very difficult and very sensitive, and we have 
seen some progress. VBA is now starting to set some initial goals. 
I think their take on this — and I think it’s reasonable — is that the 
first set of goals they come up with — and they are apparently in 
the process with the other two programs and hope to complete that 
this summer — that the first set they develop are going to need 
work probably, but they feel they have to get someming down on 
paper and get a start and get some reaction to that rather than 
simply 8 a 3 dng, "We’re working on it." So, I think it’s reasonable, as- 
suming they can really get the rest of them down on paper for peo- 
ple to Took at; and over some period of time they would be fine tun- 
ing those goals. 

Mr. Quinn. Well, I think whenever you look at those kind of 
goals, fine tuning is what becomes criti^, so I was trying to find 
out if it's reasonable and realistic, and it sounds like you think it 
is. 

Ms. Fagnoni. I think so in this case. I think, particularly, with 
entitlement programs it’s difficult, because the focus not iust from 
the agencies but from the Congress and others has tended to be on 
the timeliness and accuracy of the process rather than the ultimate 
goal of l^e program. 

Mr. Quinn. Particularly, if you can define the focus of Congress. 
(Laughter.) 

Good luck. Thank you both. I know that Mr. Filner had to step 
out. Mr. Rodriguez, uank you for joining us this morning. I don't 
know at this time if you have any questions for the panel or not, 
but you have the floor if you’d like it. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. GIRO D. RODRIGUEZ 

Mr. Rodriguez. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman, and I 
apologize for coming in a little late, and it’s an area that I was hop- 
ing to kind of listen to some of your feedback. I did review the re- 
port that you put out, and it’s an area — I've been in the Congress, 
now — I’m going to complete a year in April, and it’s one of the frus- 
trations that just in one year that I’ve encountered, and Fm going 
to give you my — I’m a social worker by profession, so it really fhis- 
trates me that we’re unable to get veterans to really get the proper 
services that they should, and I’ve made the analogy in my exam- 
ples in the past of calling a 1-600 number that they have and hav- 
ing the difficulty in terms of trying to get through, and I'm real 
pleased I think that the recent person that’s been put in charge of 
that, I think, has been trying to make an attempt in responding 
to some of the problems. 
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I was reading where you had — I had kicked out a series of ques- 
tions to them and I asked for an investigation, and I’m hoping that 
we continue to investigate, because there’s some real — and you’ve 
kind of indicated that there was some fraud occurring — 1 don't 
know if you want to use that term — but some manipulation of ^e 
data in terms of the amount of time tiiat it takes to service a vet- 
eran. And I questioned what was occurring in Houston, and I even 
sent staff person down there, and I got her the report that just tells 
me that they’re real bureaucratic. A^at I want is some actual work 
done on the specific cases and get them out of the way, and be- 
cause of the fact that you found tiiat the manipulation is occurring, 
how do you — and I gather that you've made some recommendations 
to try to correct that, is that the case? 

Ms. Fagnoni. Well, let me clarify, these recent findings were ac- 
tually from the VA inspector gener^ who is taking a lead in look- 
ing at the adequacy of the data that VBA has in ^ace to measure 
such performance. My understanding from talking to VBA officials 
is that the IG auditors found instances where in order for the staff 
to make it look like they were quickly processing claims, they were 
doing some things like pulling the claim and processing a piece of 
it and saying they processed the whole claim; that kind of stuff to 
try to make their timeliness numbers look go^. In talking to VBA 
officials, they indicated they’re now trying to— the IG study isn’t 
complete yet; it’s supposed to be complete this summer — ^ey^re 
trying to get a better understanding oi what exactly the problems 
are; where the vulnerabilities are in the data so they can figure out 
how to keep that from happening in the future. So, it's not our 
work specifically; it was onroing IG audits that uncovered this. 

Mr. RODRIGUEZ. But thehottom line is that when I send them — 
and they responded to me and told me that they respond in 120 
days and that the average is 130, and now they teU me — or nve 
or take a few points; a few days — and now we’re saying that mat 
data is fraud, how can we believe that that’s occurring or not occur- 
ring if in the process of coming up with that there’s been some 
manipulation? 

Ms. Fagnoni. Well, that’s where they need to look at their sys- 
tems and figure out how to protect those systems from that k&d 
of abuse, but we can’t be sure of the data. 

Mr. Rodriguez. How do you correct data? How do you rec- 
ommend anything if it’s tied to, also, their salary that they’re 
given? My understanding is that merit pay is based on — or some 
of the salary is based on how much they accomplish. Isn’t that the 
case? 

Ms. Fagnoni. Maybe indirectly linked to the specific performance 
goals. 

Mr. Rodriguez. Okay, it was my impression that it was tied into 
performance and their whole merit stuff was based on how much 
they accomplish, so — and that really bothers me. Ihe other thing 
is that, in terms of any other recommendations to try to improve 
the service for veterans, it seems that it’s very bureaucratic, and 
I don’t know how you get to the attitude of people that they need 
to be more responsive. I just had a person in San Antonio — and 
this just kind of reflects the attitude — that walked out of the hos- 
pital and got lost and died. He was found 3 months dead, and I 
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think he suffered from diabetes, some other — ^you know, the bottom 
line is titat their response was, ‘^ell, he w^ed out to get some 
of the air They don’t know why. He walked out — the individual 
was ill. There was no need for that, and so they were very — instead 
of saying, ‘Tes, we made a mistake. We need to try to do this, this, 
and that,” that didn’t occur. And, so Hiere’s an attitude, and how 
do you — I know from the GAO you look at numbers, but how do 
you get to that kind of people that are burned out, and maybe 
shouldn’t be there or you need to— how do we deal with that? 

Ms. Fagnoni. Well, we look at a lot more than numbers, and, in 
fact, we have quite a bit of ongoing work that is looking at VBA’s 
claims processing system; the quality of the claims they're process- 
ing; looking at how they can improve their process. So, we are very 
concerned and interests in service delivei^ and bow that affects 
the veterans, because to the extent that a veteran isn’t served well, 
then the program’s raing to be unable to meet its intended results. 
So, we do have work underway that will take a look at this issue. 

Mr. Rodriguez. One last comment — I know you — but if some of 
them — and I go to a couple of cases — I have five cases right now 
that I just — and I don’t know what — I’m not going to keep blasting 
them until they hopefully clean up or sometUng. The other one is 
in some of them it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that 
individuals deserve some benefits in certain areas, and we have 
some postponing and postponing and postponing and postponing 
and just dragging out uie thing that probably causes more work for 
the veterans and the workers there, instead of coming up with a 
decision whether the person qualifies or not. And I don't know if 
it’s the bureaucratic junk that’s in there, and I’m sorry that it’s 
come up, but I’m fhistrated as hell, and a lot of the veterans are 
too, and they’re tired of it. I think that we’re fed up with it, and 
I think we really need to do something about that. 

Ms. Fagnoni. This is one area — what VBA is trying to do 
through business process reengineering is to dramatically reduce 
the amount of time it's taking to process a claim and come to a 
claims decision, but I don't think they’re that far along in the proc- 
ess. But you’re right, it's something ^at needs attention and some- 
thing we will continue to look at. 

Mr. Rodriguez. Can you all — I don’t, Mr. Chairman, if we can 
ask if there’s some other types of audits that can be done in terms 
of recommendations? 

Mr. Quinn. Surely. I was just going to — along this line of think- 
ing here — I was going to suggest since it’s an IG study, that maybe 
what we might want to do, if it’s okay with you — we can talk after 
the meeting — but I’d be certainly willing to ask the inspector gen- 
eral to come over here and maybe either outside of a formal hear- 
ing talk to you and to me and anyone else who wants to come or 
actually schedule some kind of hearing to have him come over. Fll 
take your guidance on that, but, clearly, I think GAO is trying to 
help us here 

Mr. Rodriguez. Yes, yes. No, I understand that. 

Ms. Fagnoni. Yes, there are pieces that the IG is doing which 
have to do with data reliability, but other aspects havii^ to do with 
far more broadly service deUvery, that we would get involved in. 
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Mr. Quinn. Sure. You're on the right track. May I ask, is any- 
body in the room this rooming from the inspector general who 
wants to say they’re from — excuse me, who’s here? (Laughter.) 

We’re going to check I.D. in a few minutes just to see if they’re 
back there and they won’t say they are. But sure, I think j^ou’re 
on the right track. I have the same sense, and I also think that 
maybe if you can stay a few minutes when Joe and his group are 
at the table, ^ving them a shot at responding to this tm just in 
the sense of mir play to get at it. But let’s maybe you and I talk 
about what the next step would be to try to get the inspector gen- 
eral over to either a meeting or hearing. I’d certainly willing to 
do that. 

And, now, 1 want to yield to Bob Filner who was out when we 
had questions for the floor. Bob? 

Mr. Filner. Just to follow up — and thank you, Mr. Rodriguez, for 
your questions — when you talked about the possibility of incen- 
tives, are there financial incentives, for example, that would lead 
people to deal with the data differently than the actual case? The 
VA employee is caught in a bind. We want accountability and we 
want measurement, and we say we’re going to reward you or penal- 
ize you by the measurement, and then if that’s going to be the way 
we reward people as opposed to a more difficult way of quality of 
service and empathy and relationship to the veteran which is hard 
to measure, weVe t^M to have it both ways as Congress, it seems 
to me, whid) is very difficult. If we want accountability through the 
data and we’re going to reward or punish through the data, then 
we’re going lead to these problems as opposed to other measure- 
ments which may be more important which would lead to more 
honesty. So, we have to somehow work with that and with the 
GPRA context to figure out how to deal with it. That’s a real prob- 
lem in any service institution. 

Ms. Fagnoni. If I might say something: if you look at the full set 
of measures VBA has, they are not just measuring time limits, 
the/re also focusing on accuracy and customer satisfaction. The 
tricky thing is to get people to focus on the full set of measures and 
not have an emphasis on one type of performance measure nega- 
tively affect another. In other words, in £in effort to do something 
more quickly when, in fact, it's not as accurate or involves data ma- 
nipulation to make it look that way. So, it’s the balancing of those 
dinerent important pieces that’s difficult but important. 

Mr. Filner. Giro mentioned — I don’t know if he had gotten in 
writing — our office did — a list of supposedly all the cases we had 
with ffie VA and the time it took oy their records to respond. I 
looked at that, and it had no relationship to the reality that 1 un- 
derstood or I personally participated in. It looked like the average 
was somewhere in the neighborhood of 3 or 4 days to respond to 
a congressional inquiry, and when we tried — we couldn’t even cor- 
relate their data with our data, and we have very good computer 
data. It looked like if we made a call, either on a case or not, just 
asked a question, it got reported as a one-day turnaround of a con- 
gression^ inquiry. Whether that was a part of a case or just a sep- 
arate thing, we couldn’t figure out how they got these one-day turn- 
arounds, and all the times that I have to personally get involved 
is when paper goes back ^uld forth between our office and the VA’s, 



10 


and the only thing that's happening is after weeks and weeks and 
weeks and weeks, someone says, *^611, yoiir answer is in some 
other office,” or “Now, we are Upping the papers to this other of- 
fice,” and ^at’s the response after weeks or months. All the/ve 
done is tell us something we should have known the first day or 
did something they should have done the first day. 

And so the data does not correlate with reality, and I would like 
you or the IG to sit down with some of us on that set of data and 
figure out why our perception — and maybe we're thinking about 
this wrong— our perception is different than the VA, whether the 
regionsil or who’s ever dealing with congressional inquiries. 1 mean, 
it’s a similar situation, and we only get involved — we wish we 
didn't have to get involved — we only get involved because someone 
is fhistrated from dealing with the system themselves and think 
we can do a better job. I’m not sure we can or can’t, but then we’re 
brought into the same paper going back and forth and back and 
forth and back and forth with nothing really happening. Whether 
that action is favorable or unfavorable to the veteran, we need an 
answer, and all we get is a lot of paper. 

I would like someone to look at that analysis with our office and 
anybody else who wants to participate just to see why we have a 
different perception of what’s going on. 

Ms. Fagnoni. Because it may be, you’re right, that if the/re 
measuring two-thirds of — when you’re looking at it from the first 
time you make a contact to the time something is resolved as op- 
posed to pieces of 

Mr. Filner. I don’t know that that’s what’s being done. 

Ms. Paononi. I mean, what’s happening with veterans in some 
cases. 

Mr. Filner. That would be a terrible way to do the data in my 
opinion, although, I understand there eire problems because some- 
body doesn’t know if that was the first call of something that’s gone 
on or not, but, surely, the computer input is flexible enough for us 
to distinguish that, I would think. Anyway, I would ask me 16 or 
your office to talk to some of us about that, because I think that’s 
at least worthwhile. There’s a difference in perceptions here, and 
whether that’s venal or just by misunderstanding, it would be good 
to know for all us to understand, because all of us want the same 
thing. We all want both the people in the VA and in our office to 
be responsive, and if we’re being unfair or unreasonable, we need 
to know that too. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 

Mr. Quinn. Thank you, Bob, and I think, to wrap this discussion 
up, I know that the IG doesn’t expect their final work product to 
be done for a month or two into the summer? 

Ms. Fagnoni. I think they’re expecting this first round — they’re 
looking at some of the performance measures — I think they hope 
to have it completed by this summer. 

Mr. Quinn, well, well check with them. I’ve asked staff to follow 
up with the IG and you. We don’t want to either. Giro, just get a 
response that says oiir study will be done in June. Leave us mone 
until then; we’ll get back to you, because I think we need some- 
thing before that, and there’s no reason why they can’t talk to us 
even informally here on the Hill with those of us who are inter- 
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ested short of a full hearing. I’d like to do that in the next couple 
three or four weeks. Okay? Thanks. 

I don’t have any further questions for this panel. Mr. Rodriguez, 
anything? 

Mr. Rodriguez. No, I just wanted to add— and I recognize, I 
don’t want any more paperwork, because I think we’ve got plenty 
of that. What we ne^ is service, and I think the Congressman 
from California kind of put it into perspective that a lot of time the 
paperwork in between and the junk they send me and the junk I 
have to send them, somehow — and we probably have a lot of work- 
ers that are burned out, and I don’t Imow how we can be able to 
respond. Maybe with the VA, that’s where we need to deal with, 
but somehow either we've got too many in between people — too 
many directors or supervisors and people that are bureaucratic in 
nature and not really doing the work that needs to be done and 
deal directly with that. But I would be real concerned about adding 
any more paperwork, and so maybe the GAO can help us as to how 
we can do that without increasing the paperwork. 

Ms. Fagnoni. Sure. 

Mr. Quenn. Thank you, sir. Bob, do you have anything further 
for the panel? 

Cynthia and Irene, thanks very much for your attention this 
morning. We’d like to call the second panel forward. Under Sec- 
retary mr Benefits, Joe Thompson, and his team. He'll be joined at 
the table — well allow you to come forward, Joe. 

Thank you for joining us again today, and thanks since our last 
meeting fbr your cooperation with that so-called offsite session. 
We’re going to— as you heard — try to do some more of that coming 
up here in the springtime, and we appreciate that. Joe, I want to 
echo what some of what Lane Elvans said, before he had to leave, 
about how ail of us here think that you and your team are making 
a difference over there. I really can see a difference in morale of 
the employees and response times and all of those things, so con- 
gratulations on that. I think when you have GAO say things like, 
'^e’re pushing pretty hard,” is what Cynthia said, and then she 
said she’s seeing progress coming from the GAO, and that’s a com- 
pliment to you and your team and the staff there. Whenever we 
have these hearings sometimes we drum up some of the bad news. 
But to start out here today I want you to know that I think that, 
from the subcommittee’s viewpoint, there are some good changes 
happening there, and we appreciate those, and we’re here to help 
you do some more of that if I can just flesh-out some suggestions. 

Now, as I understand it, you’re really going to have sort of two 
statements to make; a brief statement on t^ vision section and 
then some remarks on the GPRA. So, if it’s okay with you, I’d like 
you to go ahead with the vision statement, and then well stop and 
see if Bob or Ciro have any questions or comments or suggestions, 
and then well go to the second part. Is that okay? 

Mr, Thompson. Sure. 
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STATEMENT OF JOSEPH THOMPSON. UNDER SECRETARY. 

BENEFITS, VETERANS BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION, DE- 
PARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS 

Mr. Thompson. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. If I could. I’d like to 
introduce my colleagues, oecause this is the team. On my left is 
Rick Nappi. Rick’s in charge of the line operations. In other words, 
he’s in charge of all the regional offices around the country. He was 
formerly the Central Area Director and has more than 20 years ex- 
perience in this business. 

Mr. ^INN. Good morning, welcome. 

Mr. 'THOMPSON. On my nght is Nora Egan. Nora is in charge of 
the central office side of the house, running the programs and man- 
aging the policy formulation. Nora, before this, was the Deputy As- 
sistant Secretary for Planning which gives her a wonderful amount 
of knowledge and experience m planning and GPRA. 

Mr. Quinn. She may not think it's wonderful, but we think it is. 

Mr. 'THOMPSON. And on the far right is Bob Gardner. Bob’s our 
Chief Financial Officer. He’s really led the charge in the last 3 or 
4 years in VBA to get the Government Performance and Results 
Act im and running and trying to nail down our plan. Bob’s the 
only Californian, and we have three New Yorkers here, but Bob did 
go to school in S^acuse, so we do have a link. 

Mr. Quinn. We count him as a New Yorker. Welcome, all of you. 
Thank^ou, Joe. Go ahead and start. 

Mr. THOMPSON. Mr. Chairman, I did submit a written statement, 
if I could have that put into the record. I’ll try and summarize my 
thoughts. 

Mr. Quinn. Without objection, it’s so ordered and received. 

Mr. 'THOMPSON. Thank you. In the ISSO's, when VBA was being 
built, we used the organizational administrative practices that 
were common to the business world at that time. We took an as- 
sembly line approach to work. We had a multi-leveled, hierarchical 
t^e of organization. We had stovepipe types of operating divisions. 
We highly specialized individual tasks and work. We focused on 
rules and procedures to control human behavior, and we looked at 
production as more important than the quality of the things we 
did. Most of our standards of performance were entirely internally 
driven. They were about meeting VA’s goals and expectations ver- 
sus anyone else’s, and we took a rather paternalistic approach to- 
wards both veterans and their families and our own employees. 

When I was nominated for the Under Secretary position. I spent 
3 or 4 weeks going around and meeting with the stakeholders in 
this system; with members of Congress, staff, service organizations, 
the other parts of VA. I did my own internal environmental scan 
coupled with my own experience. Let me summarize the concerns 
that were expressed to me — and I shared most of them, actually all 
of them: the quality of the work we were doing, particularly, in 
compensation and pension claims was not acceptable; we had too 
many remanded claims from the Board of Veterans’ Appeals; work- 
load backlogs were too high; we were much too slow to meet any- 
one’s needs; and our information technology which could be a won- 
derful resource to help us really has hindered us in many ways. 

Succession planning — we were becoming, in many of our key de- 
cision making jobs, rating specialists, realty specialists, counseling 
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psychologists. They’re baby boomers. The average age is around 50. 
'ey’re nearing retirement ^e, and we will have this massive 
turnover in the near future. We need to be planning on bringing 
in &e replacements today. We can’t wait until they leave. 

We’ve had unclear and fragmented organizational direction. 
Work processes, themselves, were an artifact of an earlier time. 
Our data systems, the way we collect information, the way we use 
it, was Ughly unreliable and inefBcient. We had insufficient num- 
bers of veterans being rehabilitated, in Vocational Rehabilitation. 
We had unacceptably low participation in the GI Bill. Our financial 
management systems were weak, and we had budget requests that 
were not very well supported in terms of providing data. 

Based on the results of this environmental scan, we began as- 
sembling the top managers in the organization, and we sat down 
and looked at what ne^ to be done right away and what do we 
need to do to turn this oreanization around over the long haul? 

We had a meeting in Baltimore. We spent a few days looking at 
those particular issues, and we came out with a strate^. The basic 
part of ffie strategy was that we were going to widen ffie circle. We 
Drought in people fi^)m VA headquarters, from the VA field offices. 
We brou^t in veteran service organizations, the unions, other 
parts of me Department of Veterans Affairs. We formed them into 
teams, and we asked them to look at the different pieces of this 
very large and very complex puzzle. 

I wonT go into the details of each of the team’s findings, but if 
I could summarize a little bit about what we tried to do: me teams 
put together some recommendations and we worked those — tried to 
mtegrate these recommendations, and we came out with what we 
call our Roadmap to Excellence. It’s a draft document at this point 
in time. It’s been widely ciroUated among all of our interestea par- 
ties, and we're in the process now of getting back information on 
that particular document, but it's not designed to be a plan. We 
have a strategic plan, and we will use that to get very specific 
about tasks we’re going to undertake. 

What we're trying to do is take this 1950’s model organization 
and make it fit the 2l8t century, and we’re looking for just a few 
general outcomes in terms of the values that we hold dear to us, 
but we are saying we want it to be fast; we want it to be fair. We 
want to make decisions in accordance with Federal law. We want 
it to be flexible. Today, any change that the VBA undertakes is re- 
markably labor intensive and extraordinarily difficult. We’re not 
trying to create an o^anization that will stand for the next 50 
years. What we’re trying to do is create an organization that can 
change as the needs of veterans change; as the programs change; 
as emy type of circiunstances that we see day-in and day-out 
change. We'll have an organizational structure that will be able to 
adapt to that, and most importantly, we want to make sure we’re 
vet^an focus^. What we see as our fundamental premise, our rea- 
B(m for beiitf, is to deliver service to veterans, and that’s a bit of 
shift away from where we’re at todw. FYankly, weVe been more 
concerned by our own internal and VA type needs than veteran 
needs. That’s our goal, and we’ve spelled it out in quite a bit more 
detail in the Roadmap to Excellence, and there’s some in the writ- 
ten statement as well, but that is our vision for ffie future. 
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If I could, I could either go on with the GPRA piece, or 

Mr. Quinn. I think it’s okay with me if you continue. We’ll give 
you another 5 minutes on the bulbs up there, though, so don’t get 
nervous, Joe. 

Mr. Thompson. Did I say brief in the beginning? (Laughter,) 

Mr. Quinn. That’s fine. Thank you. 

Mr. Thompson, The VBA has been actively engaged in imple- 
menting the Government Performance and Results Act. We got 
started back when the act was first passed in 1993. Our two pri- 
mary pilot sites were, at first, a loan guaranty program and later 
the insurance program. They helped to develop a good system of 
measures linking them with the planning and bud^t cycles, and 
we tried to develop a good stratemc management process. 

As the director of the New Yo^ Regional Office back in 1993, we 
volunteered to become a GPRA pilot site. We were very interested 
in the legislation because we thought it was absolutely on point to 
drive, in this case, the VA into doing what it’s in business to do 
which is to help veterans. In New York, we focused on developing 
one particular part of GPRA which is how do you measure success. 
Much of the discussion you had with GAO just recently concerned 
measures, how you measure performance, and how do you make 
sure you have integrity in the systems. We developed something in 
New York which we’re now attempting to push out nationwide 
throughout VBA, something uilled a balemced scorecard. The score- 
ceird provides us with a strategic management system that looks at 
the total system’s delivery, not just a piece of it, but you look at 
the whole system and the whole process. 

In our traditional way of measuring performance, we looked at 
thr^ things: we looked at speed, how quickly you do things; we 
looked at accuracy; and we looked at costs, but really spe^ gets 
primacy today over all other measures, and you do get what you 
measure. It led to some undesirable outcomes by focusing in on a 
narrow area. Number one, we create the illusion of speed when it 
doesn’t exist. The subject of manipulation of data — sometimes just 
bad data, it doesn’t even have to be manipulated — makes you look 
like you’re faster than you are. We had unacceptably high error 
rates. People attempting to meet speed goals would rush things 
through, i»rhap8, b^ore they were really completed with them. 
\^en we go back and review the work done, we can see it was 
done too quickly, and we made too many errors. We drive up costs 
unnecessarily. If you rework enough times, you’re obviously squan- 
dering money. We had very litrie knowl^ge of what veterans 
thou^t of these processes. We had little knowledge of what our 
own employees needed. 

We’re looking to replace that wiUi a balanced scorecard system 
where we retain many of the original measures. We still look at 
speed, but it’s one of nve measures; it’s not the only measure. We 
look at accuracy, and in the case of disability compensation and 
pension claims, they will get mudi greater emphasis because we 
know we have a quuty problem right there. WeVe looking at costs 
in a different way. Our traditional measures measure productivity, 
and it’s a system that gets really skewed results in my opinion. 
Now, we're moving towards something called activity-bas^ costing. 
It’s a private sector model, but it w^ allow us to tell how much 
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it costs to do each individual piece of business that we engage in 
our regional office including sJl costs, not just salaries, but rent, 
phone bills, and all the overhead. We’re looking at measures of cus- 
tomer satisfaction. In each of our business lines, that wiU be one 
of our key measures, and then employee development. We need to 
make sure our employees are coming along for the ride here; that 
as the organization changes, we’re giving them the tools they need 
to do the job. These measures will be in each of our business lines. 
While we can boil down, and we will boil down, to one measure for 
each business line, all the subsets will be imbedded in there. Well 
have full reporting on all of the different pieces of the scorecard. 

In sum, we can use this as a strategic management tool by di- 
recting our attention on the different pieces of the business lines. 
We can use this to drive our own behavior. We're now beginning 
to integrate the planning requirements into our annual budget 
cycle, ^r budget documents have become business plans and in 
fiscal year 1998 and 1999, our business plans do incorporate both 
budget and planning. We’re trj^g to use planning to drive the 
bucket instead of the reverse which is normally what we do. 

While we’re proud of what we've done with GPRA, we realize we 
have a lot of work to do. We know that our data collection is woe- 
fully inadequate at this point, and we’re just starting to develop 
some new systems on how to collect information. We know that 
data integrity is an issue and one we will deal wiUi. I promise you 
we will solve that problem. Outcome measures, we’ve just begun to 
get some of those in place, are the key to the Government Perform- 
ance and Results Act. Program evaluations, we need to know 
whether programs are meeting public policy goals. Again, we’re just 
getting started with the broader agency, ^e Department of Veter- 
ans Anairs stratemc planning. We need to do a better job of coordi- 
nating with VA, DOD, other Federal agencies, with VSOs, unions, 
schools, real estate communities, all the people that play a part in 
what we do. 

We have a lot to do, and we have a lot of mateh 2 il weaknesses; 
we recognize that, but I’ll say the thing that makes me feel the 
best is that we have an extraordinarily talented group of people; 
people who are absolutely committed to helping veterans. Most of 
the things that stand in their way; most of the thin^ that make 
life difficult are systemic in nature, and we intend, fully, to solve 
those problems. I thank you, Mr. Chairman, for giving me the time. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Thompson appears on p. 31.] 

Mr. Quinn. Thank you, Joe, and to the extent, as you concluded, 
that we can help you solve ffiose systemic problems, that’s what 
we’re here for. 

Mr. Thompson. I appreciate that. 

Mr. Quinn. I see that improving, and I want to give Mr. 
Rodriguez some time to talk as a follow-up to his questions on the 
GAO, so I’ll leave my questions here, but I did want to talk jiist 
for a minute or two about going back to the visions part of your 
statement, the first part of it. I also want to by saying that we ap- 
preciate receiving your testimony in a timely fasWon for ffie hear- 
ing. As a matter of fact, we like to get what we can from you when 
we can, so that we can talk about it this morning. 
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We know that VA currently spends over about $1 billion on med- 
ical research and development and has a significant infrastructure 
to support the R&D Program, but we don’t know that there’s an 
equivalent R&D Program for how veterans function in society. It’s 
nobody’s fault that it’s not there, it's just not there. We constantly 
hear about that back home in our districts. There doesn’t seem to 
be much social research on what happens to veterans once they 
leave the service and how they operate in society and what we can 
do to help them whether it’s you or society in genereil. 

I’ve asked the staff to look into the possibihty of trying to come 
up with some foimdation idea, and it’s done in all different kinds 
of private sector medical walks of hfe to see what we could do 
about trying to establish a foundation to do that type of research. 
I think if we could administer that, that kind of research could pro- 
vide valuable input not only to the GPRA but all legislative proc- 
esses to help you and the rest of the VA do its work. 

If we’re to get to that point — here's my question, where would 
you try to place a researw program like that or is there a place 
for it? 

Mr. Thompson. Well, off the top of my head, I would say that 
the proper place is probably in VA neadquarters working with Nora 
and the policy formulation side of the house. I don’t know that it 
needs to ne a physical presence there, but I guess the responsibility 
for it or the relationship with it would be through that part of the 
organization. I would also like to say that I personally nelieve it’s 
a wonderful idea. I think that the propams that VBA administers 
have had a fundamental impact on shaping the lives of veterans 
and have had sometimes even a more profound impact on shaping 
American society. I think the GI Bill is a perfect example of that; 
it has done a wonderful job for veterans and opened im higher edu- 
cation and housing to broad segments of society. 1 thmk those 
things are not known as well as they could. I don’t think we have 
a good handle on what exactly veterans' transitions issues are, un- 
less they come in contact witn us, or how they’re faring in society, 
so I womd fully support that. 

Mr. Quinn. Well, th ank you, and it comes to my attention be- 
cause of some other issues. One of them was this whole housing 
issue as it relates to veterans. We’ve had some hearings on that 
with other people advising us, but when you talk about that whole 
social aspect of how our veterans do once thev leave the service, 
what they do, how they do, their families, andi the problems they 
encounter whether it’s employment problems, housing, it’s a whole 
host of things, so we will like to get oack to you on that. We appre- 
ciate the response. 

Mr. Thompson. Okay. 

Mr. Quinn. And I just don’t want to rot started down the road 
of dropping something on tou that woi^ be helpful or you don’t 
have a place for it, so well continue to talk with Nora or you to 
find out where the best spot is, and then we’ll need some help to 
work on it. 

Okay, Mr. Filner? 

Mr. ^LNER. Just briefly, I think we all appreciate your efforts, 
and you've been making yourself available to meet with us. I just 
want to underline something I guess I said in private, but I want 
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to make sure you all \inderstzind the spirit in which we want to 
work with you. This is a spirit of constructive work together, and 
I had mentioned, 1 tiiink, to you some specific problems I had with 
our situation and then your folks got in touch with us, and 1 sensed 
a defensiveness. They had to prove they were doing it right, and 
they gave us all these statistics. We’re not trying to cat^ some- 
bo^, and people shouldn’t be defensive about it. I would have liked 
for them to say, “Well, why do you think it’s taking us so long? Our 
records say we’re answering everything in one day;” rather than, 
“Here’s our proof; you’re wrong, and we're right," or 'We’re trying 
to defend ourselves, and we’re creating the paper trail to make sure 
that we’ve covered ourselves." We’re not tr^g to criticize anyb^y 
unfairly, and maybe it’s something we’re doing. What can we do to 
help speed up the process? 

I thmk I mentioned to you — my district is right on the border be- 
tween U.S. and Mexico, and I have a large number of both Mexican 
and Filipino Americans, so I deal a lot with consuls and immigra- 
tion issues, and I visit^ the consulate in Manila and in Mexico 
Citv and saw how our requests were coming in and what they did 
and which ones were just taking their time for no reason. We could 
have done it a different way, but nobody told us. 'Thev just thought 
they had to get the paper back to us, and we sat down in a lew 
hours and worked out a relationship where we don’t put in unnec- 
essary inquiries and they know that we need a quick response on 
some other ones. It's communication more than a defensiveness, 
and we’re prepared to do that. I think the spirit we want is to try 
to get a mutual relationship on these issues so that we help eacR 
other. 

Mr. Thompson. Absolutely, 1 understand that, Mr. Congressman, 
and I agree with you. We fiave relied on paper so long, and, as I 
said, wave relied on our own statistics that it’s hard to break that 
habit, but break it we will. When we discussed that particular 
issue, I completely agreed with you. There’s no need to fill the air 
with paper to resolve a relatively straightforward issue. It will take 
some time, in some cases a bit more than I would like, but I prom- 
ise you, we won’t stop — and you’re absolutely right, it’s a commu- 
nication issue more than anything else. 

Mr. Filner. And in dealing with the paper problem, more paper 
was created to say there was no problem. (Laughter.) 

Mr. ’Thompson. I can believe that. 

Mr. Filner. Thank you, Mr. Thompson. 

Mr. Quinn. Thank you. Bob. Giro? 

Mr. Rodriquez. Thank you. Let me also— the chairman has indi- 
cated that you have been real responsive, and I want to just add 
to that. I know I’ve sent you some letters, and you’ve been real re- 
sponsive in terms of trying to meet the situation there, and my 
caseload backload — I’ve just gotten the figures just now — ^we have 
95 cases that deal wirii veterans, and, of course, I have a whole 
bunch of other stuff— Social Security and other things — ^that I have 
to deal with. 

We had five cases that we just sent a staff all the way to Hous- 
ton to visit, and your staff down there was very cordial, very help- 
ful, but as far as I know, nothing has been done in those cases, and 
I have a letter of people that are individual veterans — and I’ll just 
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read part of this — ^it says, “Congressman Rodriguez, dealing — ” and 
it's addressed to me — it says, “Dealing with the Veterans’ Adminis- 
tration in Houston has become a totm frustration for me, because 
it’s like talking to someone who’s lost his or her memories, and I 
have to keep repeating myself over and over again.” And he goes 
on in terms of &e fact of the frustrations and dealing with mat. 
It wotild be okay if it was just one, but it's not just one case; it’s 
several. 

I’ve gotten some other confidential stuff that I've been even 
asked not to give to you, but to ask for an investigation that deals 
some nemtism in Houston; that deals with some sexual harass- 
ment in Houston; that deals with some people that have been pro- 
moted in their field that some of the other members feel that that’s 
not appropriate, and they’ve asked me specifically not to use it un- 
less it’s for the purposes of asking for an investigation in the Hous- 
ton area, and I think the last time I talked to you I asked just to 
send someone down there without knowing that they’re part of the 
DA, so you can get a picture of the frustration that a veteran feels 
in dealing with the office down there. And in between — and I hope 
that the person who is the liaison person to me does not get hurt 
because me^re trying to do their job, and I know that part of the 
answer is not more bureaucracy and a nice — now, on those five 
cases, I got a nice little response which I’m thinking , I took away 
time from those people to write this response to them, and then 
they’re probably saying, “I’m wasting my time responding to that 
congressman instead helping a client.” But, somehow, we need 
to come to grips with that, and I know you’re in the right track in 
tr 3 dng to do that, but if you can — I don’t know what you can do; 
maylw call for a specific investigation in Houston. I've been told 
they have about 2,000 cases in the backlog, and I don’t know if pro- 
portionately some regions have more than others. You might want 
to check on that, and the other thing, the 7 years 1 worked in men- 
tal health with drug abuse and adolescents, I know that you can 
not ev 2 duate people by the number of cases, because one case can 
take the majority of your time, and it’s not fair, because I have 10 
cases and you have 20 to say that you’re doing more than I am, 
and I recognize that fully, but somehow we need to get to some of 
those cases that just outright qualify or don’t qualify and be able 
to get a response. 

'The final one on that letter just says, “Look, aU I want is yes or 
no in my request,” and some of these people just want to be able 
to get a response, and I’d like to get maybe some feedback from you 
in seeing what we can do. I’d like to be able to— I’ve asked for an 
investigation. If you can ask — ^you know, do something in Houston, 
I would really appreciate it. 

Mr. Thompson. If we could, Mr. Congressman, I’d like to come 
and speak to you; speak to your staff, and get as much as informa- 
tion as we can, and I promise you well 

Mr. Rodriguez. Yes, and if you find that this — that that’s not 
going on, and there's no discrimination in terms of sexual abuse of 
some of the workers there and or nepotism or any of the other 
stuff, that’s fine, but we need to see whafs going cm. 
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Mr. Thompson. Those are serious issues, and 1 promise you that 
I won’t ignore them, so if we could spend some time, I’d be de- 
lighted to do that. 

Mr. Rodriguez. And youVe been real responsive, and I want to 
thank you for that, and I know nothing worse than having a situa- 
tion that people are burned out, and I can see that in some of the 
workers tnere, and they're fed up also. 'TheVre also frustrated, and 
they’re feeling the frustration hnm the client, and they’re fims- 
trated too, and that builds up a situation where IVe gotten calls — 
and I know other congressmen have, and I know some of them 
have problems, mental nealth problems, and that’s understandable 
from some of the veterans, but I think that we need to begin to see. 
Now, if you need some additional help or if you feel — and I don’t 
know what — some time ago, you went away and did away with the 
case workers, and I don’t know what the other congressmen — but 
it looks like Tm handling your caseload now. So, you just turned 
that caseload to me, and so I don’t know if you have to reassess 
that and whether you need additional monies there or you need to 

t et rid of some of your supervisors and directors and get them to 
0 some direct work, if that’s some of the answers. 

Mr. Thompson. Well, I will say in general, in Texas, and this is 
both for Houston and Waco, they have a lot of work that’s contrib- 
uting to this. I don't use that as an excuse, but I would say that 
there is a very high volume of work in the State of Texas, and it's 
one we’re concem» about, but, again, I would like to sit down with 
either you or your staff or both and well go through the specific 
issues you have. We also have some concerns that involve process- 
ing claims down there, and I promise you we will find out what the 
answers are. 

Mr. Rodriguez. And I know that there's a disproportionate num- 
ber of veterans in certain areas of the country, and the money 
doesn’t necessarily follow that pattern, and if we need to look at 
that, let me know. 

Mr. Thompson. Okay. 

Mr. Quinn. Thank you, Mr. Rodriguez. Well rely on you to make 
that appointment. The offer’s been made here on the record. And 
if you need help from the staff here, Giro, I know you have your 
own congressional staff; your staff back in the district; your staff 
here in Washington, but it goes without saying that the staff here 
on this subcommitt^ and &e Full Committee I would offer them 
to you to help you to the best of your ability to serve your constitu- 
ents. 

Mr. Rodriguez. Well, Mr. Chairman, the only thing I can say 
that — and I spent 11 years in the Texas house, and f thought it 
was bureaucratic. You know, when I came up here, it seemed like 
we were running a good ship in comparison, and I'm glad that at 
least you’re brin^g up to the 21st century in terms of the tech- 
nology, and thatrs important, but we need to move a lot quicker. 
Mr. Quinn. I agree, I agree. 

Mr. Rodriguez. And later on, hopefully, things will work out 
ok^, but I want to thank you for them to come before us, 

and I think all of this can be helpful in the long run. 

Mr. Quinn. Sure, and I think your questions are not unlike a lot 
of other questicms the other 434 Members of the House of Rep- 
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resentatives are having. I mean, caseload is different between 
States and between dismcts, but, certainly, we do all the Members 
a favor by straightening this out and cut^g through the bureauc- 
racy and in turn do favors of the right kind for our constituents. 

I don’t have any further questions. I know that we’ve sort of ig- 
nored the time clock, but we fleshed out what we wanted to, and, 
Bob, you're all set, I think, in terms of questions. Mr. Under Sec- 
retary, we’ve come a long way since we first began these discus- 
sions 3 3'ear3 ago. As you say, there’s a way to go with some of the 
performance plans bemre we get them up, but I think we’re headed 
in the right direction. As I said earlier, I look forward to having 
our staffs meet again outside of the hustle and bustle of the HiU 
and your headquarters in those offsite meetings to get the final 
push ready push ready for the GPRA r^uirements. So, we thank 
you, and we thank GAO for their testimony today. If there’s no 
other further business, we’ll declare that the hearing is achoumed. 

[Whereupon, at 11:08 a.m., the subcommittee adjourned subject 
to the call of the chair.] 



APPENDIX 


Prepared statement op Hon, Giro D. Rodriguez 

VA/GAO Investigation of Benefits Claim Processing 

Following complaints from veterans of inordinate delays and pressure tactics bv 
the VA regional ofGce (VARO) in Houston, last Oecemb^ I wrote then*Aeting VA 
Secretary Hershel Gober to initiate an investigation into the complaints, and asked 
three questions on the benefit rJsima process. 

On Mhalf of Secretary Gober, VBA Under Secretare Joseph Thompson answered 
the questions. (Attached) One of those answers dted that the national average of 
case processing waa 133 dare, and the Houston VARO's average was 120 days. The 
GAO DOW announces that the VBA claims data on case procesaing has been subject 
to inappropriate manipulation by VA empl<^eea at regional offices. Furthermore, 
there is evidence that the VA has a claim error rate of 36 percent. I welcome the 
VA’s forthrightness in helping to identify this and other pioblems in claim process- 
ing by initiating its own investigation mto claims processing problems at the re- 
gional level. 

I am suspicious that the VA has propagated some kind of incentive program 
which, instead of encouraging VA employees to speed up there cases, had them pre- 
msturely treating cases as complete. So when tne veteran would complain to the 
bureaucrats that they were not getting a final determination, the VA employee re- 
eponding to the complaint woulo treat the veteran as a liar, becauae, of course the 
computer doesn’t lie. 

Details of VA cases being handled by Congressman Rodrigues' office: 

My staff has always had a cordial relationship with employees of the VA regional 
office, both the congressional liaison staff, and the general staff. Last month, the 
VA regional office in Houston invited a member of my district office staff to specifi- 
eally investigate 6 of our presumptively valid caaee which have been hopelesely 
bacKlogged, some of them for eeveral yeare after an initial determination. That 
meeting was also cordial. The bottom line, is, however, that they are way over their 
heads in work. Just that Houston regional office cited a backlog of 2000 eases. If 
the claims data is Indeed inaccurate, I would Uke to know how many more veterans 
are being needlessly held up. The VA staff was very efficient in producing VA 'white 
papers' on these cases, which I have right here, but tiial only further delays proc- 
assing of all other cases. 

My staff is currently handling approximately 96 open cases. Of those, we know 
of several presumptively valid cases which have been held up for years. In many 
of these cases, just processing one record took longer than the 133 days cited as the 
length of a complete initial process. 

’rnrou^ all of the complaints I have heard, one thing was always clear to me: 
there was an inadequaCT in the system. I commend the VA for realizing this prob- 
lem and looking beyond these Bumneas Performance Review (BPR) level changes to 
a fundamental inquiry into benefit claims processing. 
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Mr. Chstimjn and Monben of IlK Subcoounlctee 

We are pteased to be here today to dlacuaa (he VMenna BeneBta AdoUnlatiMton's 
(VBA) bnplemeiuaaon of (he Government PeriOfnanee and Scaida Act of 1993 (the 
Resulta Act). The Concreaa hae taken aiepa In recod yean to AmdamentaUy dtaiyie the 
way federal ijenctes reapond to maiia(einent probteiRa. which were ao eoimnon amoof 
federal agcndee that they demanded govemnentwlde lolutxina- The Reaulta Act waa 
paaaed to require agendea to clearly define thdr mladons, aet goab, meaaure 
performance, and report on thdr accompUahments. 

VBA U reapondble for administering the Depanmerit of Vetenna AfOIra' (VA) 
noiunedlcal programa that provide financial and other benefila to vetenna, their 
dependeota, and suivtvora Theae benefila Inehide dlsahtuty compenaallon, pendoira, 
rdiabUliation aiWitinrr educalloo benefila, home loan beneflta, and Inaurance coverage. 
Id fiscal year 1997, VBA received over S22 blUioa In eppropitaied fundt to provide 
beneflta and aervlcea to the natlon'a vetenna and thdr famlllea My atatemeni will 
eddreaa the pcogreaa VBA haa made and the chaOengea tt ttea tn ImptemenOng die 
Reaults Act. The InformaUon In this ttatement la baaed on repoita we have laaued over 
the paat year on VA'a eOocta Co develop a attateglc plan, a review of VA'e Decal year 1999 
perfoRnancc |dan and VBA'i Oacal year 1999 budnees plan, and dtacuadona with VBA 
offlctala' 

In aununary, VBA conllnues to make progreae Id setting goile and cneaeiinng Its 
programs’ performance but facea algniflcanl challenges In its efforts to successful^ 
iDiplemem the Results Act. VBA has efforts under way to addrea these challenges, 
which If continued will he^ ensure success. For exsmple, VBA Is In the prticea of 
developing reeuUsorlsnted gosle end measuree for each of Its programs In roponsa to 
concatns we and otbars have ratacd. Devdoplng more resultsodcmcd goab and 
measures will require VBA to address dUDcull nd sendUve questions regirdtng vsdflc 
benefit programs, such m whether tumbled vetersns are bdng compensued apfsoprlaiely 
under the exfsUng dissbiUty propim structure. To a d dreas these questions. VBA b 
continuing Its consultations with the Conpesa, begun last year In cooluncdon with VA'a 
stntaglc planning eSona. VBA also haa eSocta under wiy to coordInM with agencies 
that support veterans’ benefits prognou, dieh m the Department of Defense, In achieving 
spedfle goab. 

To successfully Impiemeol the ftestdla Act, VBA must abo devdop effective 
strategies for achieving ka performance goab and ensure that it haa accurate, reliable 
data to meaaure Us progress In achieving these goals. VBA b In the early stages of 
deve l ogiing clear and mwclflc strategies tHit has not yet clearly demonatrsled how these 
strateglee will help It achieve the Intended residts. Moreover, VBA does not yet have the 
deta needed to effectively meaiure Ite perfoimaice in several key areas. Foe example, 
one goal b (o ensure that VBA b providing the best value for the taxpayer dollar 
however, VBA cumtuly b unable to cakulale the full cost of providing benefUa and 
aervlcea to vetenna. In addition, VBA offidab and VA'a bupector General (10) have 
rabed concerns about the accuiaqr of data VBA M cunently coOecUng. For example, 
completed and ongoing KS audita have MenUfled Intenial control wealmeases wHh VBA 
data qiatcms, Indudlng recently Identified data Integrity piobleme with VBAV dsUns 
procesMng OmeUnese data. VBA b currently detetmlnlng how best to addrees these 
concerns 


'Hk Residb Act b Ibe centerpi ece of a sutuloty ffameworfc provided by recent 
legibation to bring needed iraproveme n b to federal agendas' management ecttvlties 
(Other parts of the tramework indude the 1990 Chief Financial Officen Ad, the 1995 
Paperwork Reduction Act. and the 1996 CUnger<k)ben Act) Under the Resulb Act, evety 


'a list of related GAO produds appeara at Ibe eod of Ihb CesUiDony. 
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maior federal agency must ikiw lak Haelf aome baA^ qaeadona: Whal la our mlaiion? 
What are our goals and bow will we achieve then? How can we meaaure our 
performance? Bow wm we use (hat Infonnalion to make improvements? The act Ibrcea 
federal agendea to shift their hMoa away tram audi traditional concerns as etaftlng and 
acUvKy levels and toward the leantta ot those aebtities. 

The act requires agendea to develop atiategk plana, atumil perforniance plaiia, and 
atuiuil performance repejrta.’ Recognlzlitg that meaaurliig the results of many federal 
pro^ams adU be dUBoiH, the Conffeae pennttled the Reautla Act Ir) be phaa^ In over 
several years. Agendea, Including VA, submitted the llnl cyde of ihetr alraieglc plans lo 
the Congress in September 1987. Last mondi. VA aubmlOed Ita Oral d^wrtmentwtde 
prerfotmance plan to the Congres ai ptart of ita flacal year 1999 budget submMon. 
Certain VBA petfonnatKe goaia and tneaautes ate Indoded in the departmentwlde plam a 
more ccenplete aet of VBA goaia and meaauies Is induded In VBA's budneas plan, also 
induded in VAh fiscal year 1999 budget submission. 

In previous cesUmony before this Subcoouniaee, we noted that VBA'a planning 
process has been evolving.* * VBA firat devdoped a Mnteglc plan In December 1994, 
which covered Dscai years 1996 through 2001. Ihe plan laid out VBA's inlsdon, atzategle 
vision, and goals. For example, Ihe vocational rehaUUtalitm and counading CVR) goal 
was lo enable veletana wtth aervlceooiinected dIBbUUIee lo become employable and lo 
obtain and maintain aultable employment. In addition, a pragrsm god was to treat 
beneOdartes in a courteoua, re^orvdve, and tbnely manner. However, as VAh Inspector 
General noted, VBA's plan dM not Indude spectOc pro^am obfecuves and performance 
mesauree that could be used to measure VBA's ptogrese in achieving Its go^‘ 

In fiscal year 1996, VBA eaiabbshed a new Resulls Act elraieglc pbmnlng process 
that Induded bualnees process reenghieerlng (BPR).* VBA began devdoplng five 
'huaLneas-Une* plana thw cocreaponded with Ita nufor program areas: compensation and 
pension, educillonsi seal stance, loan guaranty,* vocsilonil rehabUltatloo and counaellng, 
and Insurance. Ead> bualne s hUne plan tupipleniented the overall VBA strategic pian- 
whlch VBA refera to aa Its business plai-by vedlytng program goals thsl are tied lo 
VBA’s overall goals. Also, each biidnr m line plan tdenOfied perfonnance measures that 
VBA Intended to use to track Its progress In meeting each plan's goals. In VBA's fiscal 
year 1996 budget submission, VBA set forth its buanest goals and nessurea, most of 
which were focused on the praceas of providing benefits and services, such as Umdlnese 
and accuracy In procesaing benefit claims. 


’Agendes are required to eubotU to the Preatdenl and (he Congress annual repons on 
program peformance for the previous fiscal year, these reports review the agendea' 
succea In achlevliig their performance goals. The Dtsl perfonnance reports for fiscs] 
year 1999 are due by March 91, 2000. 




MMMirhaaenws In 


) (CAO/r4IEKS«7-19l. May 14. Vmy Vetereiw BenellB 

1 Ift n»h«wllmio« ErfivsBnn tVomme 

(OACVr HBKB97-I48. June 6, 1997). 

*01006 of the Intgiector General. Hevlew of the 


Aftalrt, Aug. 26, 1996). 


mirnwliin nf VHAU Srr«»ab- Ptwi 

6Rl.filB100(WaahlA9on, O.C.: Department of Veterans 


*BPR Is a qatematlc, dIsdpUned approach for achieving dramatic and measurable 
perfetmance tmprovementa by fundamentally reexamlaing, rethinking, and redesigidng the 
processes ths an organUstloo usee lo cany out its nlselon. VBA began BPR with Its 
cotnpenaulon and pendon program In October 1996. 


*In Its fiscM year 1999 business plan. VBA refers to this prvam aa the housing program. 
2 GAaT-HEH&98-12S 
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VBAHASMADF p»nr.BPSs BiTT FArES ar.wTFyjjfr 

rM*iirMr.p»Q n, iMtTjamfTtwf. -mp aasiitTS a(7T 

M with last year's bostneas pisn. VBA's Oscal year 1999 busineae plan concnites to 
fOcus pflatafUy on proceasonenled goals and perfonnance measures. VBA la. however, 
developing more resultaortented goals and measures lor Us Bve beneSt propams- VBA 
olBdals consider this initial efibct, which It hopes to complete by this summer, to be so 
inteitm step; final resulteortented goals and measures wiD be devdoped following 
program e^uadons and other analyses; which VBA plaiu to conduct over the next 3 to 6 
years. To help achieve Us program goals, VBA has effiorts under way to coordinate with 
other agencies that swport veterans' benefit propams; these efforts will need to be 
sustained to ensure quality service to veterans 

VBA abo (sees Ugnlficsnt challenges In selling dear siraleglea lOr achieving the 
goals It has edabUsbed and in measuring pro g ran petfocmance. For example, VBA 
conddecs Ks BPS efforfa lo be eacentlal to the aucceaa of kQr perfbtmince goals, such is 
tethidng the number of days U lakes VBA to proeea a veteran's disability compensation 
claim. VBA la, however. In the pirxes of reexamining Bra Implementation; at this point. 
It Is unclear exacUy bow VBA expects leengLrteered processes lo improve dalms 
processing timeliness. VBA Is also In the process o( Idendtying and devdoptng key data II 
needs to measure Us progress Ui achieving diedfic goals Al (be svne Qine, VBA 
rec^nlies, and Is worUng to corrset, data arcumey and reUatUUty proUenta with Its 
eslsUng management reporting vdems 


la Its fiscal year 1999 budneas plan, VBA has realigned Its goals and measures to 
bsUer Unk with VAb depsrtnenlwtde dniegic and pefformance plana. In keeping with 
the overall dtuciure of VA’s drtieglc and perfonnance plans, each budnessUne plan has 
been organised Into (wo sections. The flrd section en titled *Hooor, Care, and 
Compmaatc Veterans In Recognition of TIMr SaolAces for Amertca'-ls Intended lo 
Incoipotale VBA's rcaulUOttenied goals In support of VAg efforts (0 do )ud IhsL TV 
second secUoo, entitled 'ManagemeM Strategies,* bwotponles goals related to customer 
saUBfsctloci, ttmclinesi, accuracy, costs, ind employee devdopmenl ind sMtsfictlon. ITds 
structure more deiily highlights the need lo torn on program results ss well as on 
proceaeotlenled goals. 

VBA has edibUshed giedllc gotla and devdeved performance measures ibr Us five 
benefit programs, which genenlly focus on Ihs UmellnM and aecursegr of benefits and 
services provided to veteran s as well as veterans' saUafacUon with VBA's efforts. VBA 
has also made some progress Ui developing reauUnorlented goab and meaaures for two 
of ila five prognm»-VR and housing. In our assessments of VA's strategic planning 
efiorta, we determined that perhaps the most dgnlflcant challenge for VA la to develop 
resulCsorlenled goals for lls malor propanu, particularly tor benefit programs.’ 

As VBA notes m Ksbumnes pltn, the otgective of the VR program la to increase the 
number of disabled velerana who acquire and malnlaln suilaUe employmenl and are 
considered to be rehabilitated To measm ihe effecuvenen of vo^orul lehabltKatlon 
program efforts lo help veterans find and maintain suitable Joba, VBA haa devdoped an 
‘outcome succesa rate,* which U defines as the percentage of veterans who have 
terminated thdr program and who have met accepted ctllecla (or program success* One 


tnr BmhW. AewvH..' Annual P»t«ii 

4, Jsn 30, 1998} 


'VR propam omdala are Ui the process of definir^ *propam success.* In Us bustneas 
plan, VBA notes that obtainlog suitable employmenl Is Ihe most dealrtble VR program 
goal but suggests that other benefiJs gained throu^ program psRlcipatlon. such as 
alcohol rehabUtatitm, might also be conddered successful outcomes 
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major goal of VBA's loan guaranty-or housng-iirograin is to improve tbe abUltlea of 
veterans to obuifi (LnaiKlng for purcbising a home. Hie outcoow measure VBA 
established for tMa goal b tbe pemnlsge of veterans who say they would noc have been 
aUe to purchase any home, or would have had to purchase a less expensive home, 
without a VA-guaraiiteed toan.* 

While the resuUaottented goab wid measures VBA has developed to dale are a 
positive first step, they do not iBow VBA to fully amess these propatna' lesnlta Tbe VR 
outcome succea rate, for example, focuaes only on Ifioae veterans who have left the 
program, rather than on sO appUcania who are eligible (or prop am services 'Hus succeae 
tale also does not consider how long It takes pto^am paiQdpanb to complete tbe 
program. In addition, by relying on sdfnpoited data from benefidailes, the houbng 
outcome measure dora not provide otdect l ve , verlflable itifOnnsIlon on the extent to 
which veterans are able to obtain housing as a result of VBA's boudng program. 

VBA has also developed what It conildets an outcome measure (or iu educanonai 
aaslstance program, but ihb measure focuses on the extent to which veterans are using 
their earned educatkm benefit, rather than on pfogr a m results. One of ttw purposes of 
thb program b to extend the bensSb of a higher education lo quaH^drig men and women 
who might not otherwise be able lo aSocd such an educatloa A resultsortented goal 
would fOcus on Issues such as xrhether Ihe pro^am indeed provided the education that 
the veteran could not otherwise have obtained. One measure VBA could use to assess Us 
progress In achieving thb goal would he the extent to whldi veterans have obtained a 
cdlege degree or otherwise completed iheir education. 

In tbe past, VA has died the lack of formal program evalusaons as a reason for not 
providing nsuUa-otlenled goab tor many of Ha programs. Bvaluations can be an 
Imporum aource of Infotmatlon for hdping the Conpaas snd others ensure that agency 
goab are valid and reasonable, providliig baselines fbr sgsndes lo use In developing 
perfonnance goab and measurea, and tdenoiying bcioes likely to affect agency 
parfoimance. VBA oEBcbb toM us they now plan to develop reauliaodenied goab and 
measures lOr lu three other prog am s-dbahiUty compenaaliixi and penitons, education 
beneOla, and Insurartce coverage-by thb aummer. They co ndde r these goab and 
raeasure«-aa well as those already devdoped for the Vlt and housing programs-lo be 
Interltn, with final goab and measures to be developed tUlowing the compleUon of 
evaluations and analyses, wMch they plan to conduct over the next S to 6 years. 

In focusing on program resulta, VBA win need to lacUs difficult questlona In 
consuilaiion with the Congress. Per example, the putpasr of the tUaabUlty compensation 
irrognm b to compensste v e t m ans fbr tbe average lota In earrdng capacity In dviUan 
occupations that reaulb from Inluites or conOlUons Incurred or aggravated during ntlUtary 
service. Given thb ptt^nm purpose, csaulbocieiUsd goab would Cocos on issues such as 
whether dbaUed veterans are Indeed being compsnsHed for avenge loea In earning 
capacity and whether VBA b providing compensation lo all those who should be 
compensaled. However, we have r e p w t ed that the dlaabUtty rating schedule, which has 
served as a baab for dlstiibuilng eompemation among dlssMed veteratb since IMS, does 
not reflect the miny changes lhal medical and sodoeconomlc conditions may have had 
on veterans' earning capacity over the last 63 years. " Ihus, the ntingB may not 
accurately reflect the leveb of economic loss that veterans currently expeflence as s 
result of Iheir dbatdlliies 


‘VBA's houalog program revised lb Veteran Survey lo Itflfi to measure Ihe extent to 
which the houskig program b aasbUng v eter ans Veterans are now asked whether they 
could lave purchased their bnnes wllliout the oae of their VA loan guaranty benetUa. 


Inmes (GACVHEHS47-9, Jan 7, IWT) 
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Issim Kich as whether veteraiu are being compensated to an ezieni commensurate 
with their economic koaes are particularly aendttvc, according to VBA odldals, arid for 
that reason, they plan to consult with key atakehoidere-iodudiiig the Congress aitd 
veterans’ service organlaatlons-over the nert few monihs about the interim goals and 
measures VBA ts develofilng. TUs win ccmtlnue the considtative process, which VA 
oOdals, Includliig those btan VBA. begw) last year as part of VA's effotti to devriop a 
departmentwide atrat^lc plan. 





Trainma Proarsms (GA(yHEKS.8&22, Oct 30, 1006). 

"Upon entering nuJUaiy service. reouHs can apee to have thslr pay reduced by $100 per 
month for 1 year to estaUlsh Iheir sBglHltty for educatioo beneflta under the Montgomery 
GI Bin. The vast maloilty or VBA’s educational assisuttce beneOcltrles receive aaristance 
under this bill 

“tt a veteran disagrees with VBA’s Lntttal ili«riiuiy dectslan, Ihs veteran may appeal to the 
Board oT Veterana’ Appeals. The Board may decide the claim or remand (return) tt to 
VBA for (Uither deveiopment and reconttderatloa 
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snlcglcs needed to achieve Its pertonnance goals. Wllhoot a dear deaatpQon of (be 
suatcgiea an agency pUtts to uae, H wiO be dUBcuh to aaees Ibe UkeUbood of the 
agency's euccees In aclUevtng its Intended roults. A dear strategy noold Identic spedSc 
actions, Indudbig Implementation schedules, that the ageno' was taking or planned to 
take and how these acticns would achieve Intended results. 

VBA Is In the eaity stagea of developing clear and epedde strate^ea. While It haa 
Identified numerous functions and acOvtOes as Us strategies, VBA has not dearly 
demonstrated bow these eSorts wUI lead to intended resulU. For eaample, m Ua ctarera 
bualness plan, VBA condstenlly refen to BPR ae the key to achieving Ua pertonnsnee 
goals. VM states that with the Hnplemenlation of Si’ll, tl win reduce the ihne U takes to 
complete an original dattn (Or e nmpen saBon to an avenge of S3 days from Ihe current 
esOmaie of 106 days. However, VBA does not deaettbe the vedOc acdone needed, set s 
timetable (or Implementing needed changes, or show a clew Unk between BPR inillaUvea 
and reduced pnxxadng Hines 

According to VBA officials, efforts to Implenent BPB ate SOU under way and are 
now being reaseesacd. A iruilor challenge VBA (aces in devdoplng dear and specific 
strategies (or achieving petfermance goals will be eBeettvely udng BPR Ui IdertOiy what 
BcUona are needed to achieve performaKC goals and eaptiln how ihsse aetloiw lead 
to the Intended results. 


.nri VBA'S Perlofaiw* 

Now that VA haa publlsbed Us flisl departmeniwlde performance plan, aupponed by 
the more detailed Information presented In VBA's fiscal year 1666 business pla^ VBA is 
Inoeaslnghr foeusini on the need (or accurate, lehaUe data to HTectlvely measura and 
assess Its performance. Under (he Results Act, agencies are eipected u> use Ihe 
petfomance and coal data (hey collect to continuously Improve Ihdr operations, IdeniUy 
gaps between their performance and their perfotmanee gods, and develop plans (or 
dosing performance gape 

However, In devek^ilng Its performance meaearea. VBA has IdcndOed numerous data 
gaps and problems that. If not addressed, wta Mnder VBA and oUien' abUlty to assess 
VBA's pe r fo r mance and determine the eioent u> wMeh U la achieving Its stated goals. For 
eiample, one goal Is to ensure thst VBA Is provtdini Ihe best vilue for the taspayere' 
dollar; however, VBA currentty le unsUe to calculate the full cost of providing betteOls 
and services to veterans. VBA's abUlty to develop complete cod Infotnistion lor its 
program acttvtUea hinges on the successful tmplnnentation of Ks new coat accounting 
aystem, Acttvlly Baaed CosOig. cunently under devdogenent bi addition. VBA plana 10 
measure tnd amess veterans' astlsfaction wUh the propsms and services VBA gntivldes 
The data VBA needs to moke this iisn iiiiient. however, will not be available until VBA 
imsdements planned customer satlifactlon aurveya for two of Us five propsma-VR and 
educational asedstance. 

In addition, VBA's recently vpotnted Under Secretary for Benefits has raised 
concerns about the accuracy of data contained In VBA's edaltng management reporting 
systems, ktaeover, completed and ongoing 1C simMs have tdentlDed data aysum Iniemal 
conliul weaknesea and data Integrity problems, wtdeh If not corracted will undermine 
VBA's abUlty to reliably measure Ha p^onnance. In Ua fiscal year 1666 audll of VA's 
financial statemeMs, for example, ihe tnapector General reported ihai (be eccounttng 
system sivpoftlng the bousing program doee not etfidently md reliably accumulate 
Onsndsl Information. Ihe Inipector General bdleves the aysum's deftdendss have the 
potential to adversely aflCct VBA's aMItty lo sccuntdy and complelely proihice reltable 
Bnandai Information and to eRecUvdy suit aystem data. Also, an ongoing IG audit 
appears to have identified dws bd^iMy proUems with certain perfccmancc datA 
according to VBA ofSclais. Specifically, In osseedng wheOier key clatma processing 
timeliness data are valid, reliable, and accurate, IG auditors found Instances where VBA 
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fegional oOlce'* SUIT were manipulating data to make Itwlr pofoonance appear better 
than it in bet eras. VBA otfid^ toU us they are In the proeeas of aasessng the ilsta 
ayslem'a vulnerabOitiea so they can take at^ to eocrect the ptobtems iiientlfied. 


Mr. Chaerman, this compietes my lesuxnony this morrung. I would be pteajcd to 
respond to any questions you or Members of the Subcommittee may have. 


'‘VBA processes claims at Its G8 regMcial ofltces 
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VtSON PRESENTATION 
JOSEPH THOMPSON 
UNDER SECRETART FOR BENEFITS 
VETERANS BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION 
DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFARS 
BEFORE THE 

SUBCOMMITTEE ON BENEFITS 
COMMITTEE ON VETERANS' AFFAIRS 
UNITED STATES HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES 
MARCH 2C. 1W8 

I would Ilk* u Hank you fer Pw opporUinKy to flare win you my viiien for 
VBA H wa movd Moira 21* CdMiFy 

Maretid, 17S9, tfw doytla U.S. ConfHtudon look oflact, w*» also ira day our 
firand raw Federal goverrvneni patead iti llrtt Imr le help valarara. Thus 
PeQan a Iwo csrdury long commllmar<l by no Amen ea n paepM le halp thoea wlw 
were our nation't unriorm to deland the kleale ambodwd In ffa CoraMudon. 
Oefending Iheea ideal* came with a very deer price, more dan 41 niillion of 
Amenca'i eone ano daugttlars earved the cause o< freedo m , one million of whom 
died tar that caufe. In return, Amerles la* providad help to ihaee ertizarv 
eoldiare *t naking the fomelimee dillicull IrenfNIon beidi to ovllien Ida 

Each wartime are brought an aver ehmglrrg fociety, and coniaquenlly. aver 
svelwig programs to help vsiMans The aganoa* craaisd to provide ihie help - 
the Bureau of Pantionf. the Bureau of war Riih Ineuranea. iha Veterans 
Bureau, tndthaother tararunttars of today's VA- had to change and adapt lo 
these changing bramslancss 

Today, we In na Veterans Baneflis Admlnislretion, the haira to Me 
tremendous taga^. Rnd outiaivsa in a rapidly changing wottd, one which can Os 
strsseful and confusing, but also one which providas many opponunitiai. Wa 
have no eholea but to do Iha Ihingt IhM our predecessors had lo do - team, and 
grow, and change. 

As an organization, we've eomeiimes loM our tacue and not kapi pace with 
our evolving enviiorvnenL Asa reaiai. we've oAan frustrated veterans «wth our 
eftarti and have raised sariou* doubts about our atnirUae with many of our key 
siakaholdars, inekjdfng the Congress and vaiarans sarvica organizations 
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TNt can, and will, ci^anga Juat at our agency and Ki pndaessscn heipad 
vaurans In (ha ei^aenth. ranetaanm and (aa nt ia th centunaa. ao too will VBA 
dothalhanga nacasaaryto enture nat veterans are waHeatvad in (ha 21* 
cantury. 

I am confideni o( this lor two ressont. Firtl. I balleva that we have ena ot the 
no&letl missions m govemment Not only do we help the people vi4to have 
nsked their lives *to provide for (he cormnen delenee'. But we do ao «man they 
are dealing vrtlh Ufa's malor avemt - the death of a lovad ena, ditabilitiet, 
povedyandhomelesanast, buympahome, gongloGolitge We'vebeen 
entrusted by our tallow citizens lo deliver on our nabon’s eemmttniani to 
veterans - this it our misNQn and I know that VBA enruoyees will do eveiyffiing 
in their power to achieve lha goal 

Second, we are ble ss ed with one of the AnesI and mosi dadicaled wortdorcas 
In government. VBA amployaet care deeply aoout their misaien arxl often go Id 
axtraordinarylangthsiohalpvaterantandtheirtamiliat Just as imponanlly. 
every day, ihey do the routine tasks whicn make a diftarenca in the iivm oI the 
people who come to VA ter help 

The 'Roadmap to Excallanca ■ Plarsilng the Journey*, a dnft ol whitfi was 
provided to yois afftce. IS a plan tar changmg VBA to regain our focus and to 
sccomplisn our mission While it Is based on the Inpul of many VBA emptoyees 
as wad as our kay stakeholders. Ills btobe^nring Ota dynamu process Ergo, 

It Is mcotnpleie In a number of erees and Ukely to (range n others as we receive 
and analyze more ntarmation on our key businass proc eiie s Nonetfialest, It 
represents some important Oianges to our organizational structure, ■MVkOm'. job 
designs, and our relationships with veterans, their rapresersatives and our 
partners in the benefits delivery process. 

Wortung together, we can eeeompfisB everylhvig ihel needs to be dona to 
brmg about INS transformation 

Baekdfourd 

VBA was built from the and of Ihe Aib World Wer to the post-Koraen Wat 
era Thisbegsn with the consondaHonn be 1920s of most federal programs 
dealing with veterans' issues inlo e smgle agency, through Ihe creelion of a 
''product line' organization - the Deparbnenl of Veterans Benefits - In 1953 
SubsequenUy, operations ot iru Department were consolidalad Und 56 regWnel 
offices 
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A$ OM pfMecsstor agariGM* of Mda/t VBA were beine MK. the 
oreaniMiienal aM admmcftreiive prectiCM lhal were sornrnon to bath 
butinMses and Bovenaneni at that tm ware adopted, indudinQ 

• an asaembty line approaai to wort 

< a muHMayared. btarireltieal organizational tiructura 

• insular, '■toveptpa" typaa of operating diviaions 

• wortt spaoalization baaed on narrowly defined lasu 

• a focus on rulaa and preeaduraa 

• a focua on production over quMly 

• inlamally drrvan standards of parfonranca with few program outeoma 
meaajrai 

• a paternalistic approach t owar ds aalomars and employaaa 

This model satvad our nation well tar many yean and aliowad VBA to ba a vary 
productiva organizatiDn which ganarally mat its cuatomara' needs and 
eitoactaUena 

DurinoVia iB70s, igBOaandirseths 1990a. Ks dynamic began to enanga. 
MUImxis of new Viatnam Era vatsm added to Via cohort, a number of 
controvareial dauRS issues invdvino agent orange eqiosurs, radiation axpoaura, 
dsims from former pnsonars of war and poat-traumalic stress diaordart arose to 
challenge the status quo. and, inare ware auccaadul court chatlengsa to long* 
standing dasns praciicaa and a dstanoration of the raMUenship b et we en 
vaterana and VA Thssa factors hatpad to bring about a cad tor widaspraad 
changaa to VA The most sHpiiAcanl of these changes ware the elevation of the 
agency to Cabinat lavai status and the eraatien of the Court of Valarana Appaala 
to review ciaima daeislona which harslotore had bean aiiampi from judicial 
review. More importanily, they aignaiad the start of a dtanga procata tor aH of 
VA and in VBA's case, nave brou^ Into question soma of Ka moat imporuni 
poilelaa and practicas RaeanittudiaaeofflpiaisdbylhaVaMranaCleima 
AdfucPcaiion ComriMaion (VCAC) and the Nationaf Academy of Public 
Adninlstrabon (NAPA) have raintorcad Via naad to raaxamirw VBA's OuiinaH 
pnMaaaas and plans. 

VBAaEnvinyimam 

During my pra and poal-eerAmation maalings with varioui stakaholdar 
rapraaanuiivaafromirreugneulihe vataranawpporloommtatrty, I watprowdad 
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wUi eanOM and knowMoeaCM iMAadt regarfling IM itsuM •nd opponunMs 
fadngVBA. Thai fsMbadc. cofMed wth Via VCAC, NAPA md <Mher ralewanl 
'aports, craalad an anviroranMal tean That acan rapraaanU a ma aanae of 
Ihoia with nWnm wa wortc (nut cttaaly and support most diractly, ragarding tha 
issuu cf graalBsl concam for tha AAsB of vatarans tMnafMs Osirvary Tha most 
Traquanlly idanliriad issuu m tha anvtfonmantal acan are 

• inadaguaia quality of claims dseisiona/loo many rsmanded claims from the 
BVA 

• high workioad backlogs m CAP ciavris 

• undaradMavmg mformalion tactinology eilons 

• Insidneient succaasion plarwwig 

• unclear and fragnwitad organoabonsl diracPon 
« outdated vMTk processaa 

• inafRcnniand unrahabladaiasyttems 

• poor communlealiou with valarans and VSOs 

> (nsufficianl numbers of vatarsns rahsbilrlalad In the VR&C program 

• unacceplably low padiapstKin ratw for Gl BUI 

• mstanally weak financial managamanl systems 

• inadequately supported budget requests 

Thne issum wore analyzad m part of die pisming preeus m the Oavalopmanl 
of th« fiudmap to E x eellanu 

Shortly aflar my confirmation. Ibroughttogetharagroupof senior VBA 
managers for a week-long planning workshop m Bsihmora. Tha worksrwp was 
focused on assessing the issum and oppenuniiim feeing VBA lodey. such at 
those Identified m the envltonmen ia l sesn sbeve. and egre o mg on VBA's 
rmstlon, vision, valuet and goali for tha long-lsnTi. and ils cntically unportanl 
naxtstvs. Tha resutis of tha Baltimeraplannino workshop werapubHshadin 
■sts December end are highlighted below 



Achiewng our vision of the future for vefervu beneflls It dspsnOent on 
accomplishing multipls change aetnntiei eoneunstttly. Based on u a ss e ss m e nt 
of VBA’s cunem operstioni. managameni ■tOptwangsltorts, as wan uths 
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taMMck recstvM from vanous MsKehoiaer and ovsrsigrn amitiM. we can Qroup 
truss change actrvitiet into the following twelve cMagones Theyars. 


* Culture 

* Program EvahtaMns 

* Rules and Regulations 
‘ Data Systems 

* Resources 

* Training 


* Information Technology 

* Quality of Claims 

* Human Resources 

* Succession Planning 

* Structure 

' Strategic Planning 


Within each category, we heve defined a senes of obiectives to be achieved 
by 2001 These form lha basis (or our 2001 vision end are represented below 


VBA’S CuiU/e in 2001 

VBA wili be cuftomer focussd end dnven. VBA's employees and 
sisksholdefs wHt share arri respaet ov eulim and hiatoty - our masion and 
hiafory ara a very Important part of our culture We wiiibecome anorgenizatlon 
where tearrungiafoaMrsd and modeled We will Mian. eopaH and improve on 
the beait of learning. Our wtAprocetees will be owned and shaped by our 
worVforce. Teams and leamworfi will be our structure and mvetsr of operation. 
Our core veluea will be retlecladln our day-today beheviar We will *walk the 
talk.* Innovation will be vtcouraged and recognized, aid our successes wHI be 
ceMbraled. CollaboraiionwiNbeaheiimiPtef VBAvmrkmaagameni VBA 
leaders and employass are actively werkino to change our cuHure and modU the 
etwige we seek In others . 


VBA program evaluallona wHI tfinn public polley goals and datanntne the 
degree to which we era achieving our goels. We will have mltleMd program 
evaiualiontinaN busmesslnaeand. based on bie outcomes of these 
evakistons. we will propose progremmec e or M^sietiva changes ntiara 
appropriate. In coniune tl onwidt program evektaboos. vwfH conduct a review 
of an our adnwnstraeva proceeaes. to ineiude Business Proceu Reenginaanng 
(BPR). 

Rules and Reau latons si 2001 

We will nave astessad me degree at revision necessary arkf have devsiopad 
a plen to rewrite rules and raguialione where nthcstad and wifi have initieled the 
revisions in those pubficstions requiring the most signifieant attention 
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OaULSwtefftt in 2001 

VBA's dais sjrsiama will be rehabM. tinialy, accurate, rtagr a led across tha 
organization, tnnast and nsaM TTiay wilt enable lha organization lo fOrscasi 
wortdoad and resource demands 

Resources in 2001 

VBA will have adequats resources to sccomplash its mission and goals 
Resources will malctirsquirsiTisnU. We will use an Integrated pUmng end 
budget process to fOrscasi and justify naadsa re s ourc as . We will have lied our 
resouearequiramenislcperfarTTianc e levets 

Tfeinincln2001 

Emploi'ea sWHs and eompeisncisi wil be idamillad for every deasion- 
making poarlion Trakangplerw and practices wiH be eonsistanUy prepared and 
dalivared ihrougnoul the organization. SMilcandicabonamdsniislinowHbo 
m place for all dacssian-m«ung positions Trastetg wdl bs parformanos Psssd 
and connscisd to nisatunbls oiacamss. Training will ba dtiwared uairtg rrsjlti- 
madla tacMquaa and wiu raitdoroa Ham bahaviors and aaiomv aarviea. 
Training programs wdl be ebgned with htsnen resouroa requtremard s and vM 
oanttstamfy dalivar requred training. 

Intermation Technotcur m 2001 

Our STlorTT iati ottlac h nologMa win support a cantratizad policy davaiopmsm 
and a dacantrahzad fttM offiea sbuOtse VBA's irtfoiTnation teenrology 
structura Ml be capable of suceesskilly supporting small scaH knprovemanli 
Our wiDrmallon lec b nniogiss wkl ba compattbte wWi otfisr a dmini sifab ons, boih 
irsamal and aidarnal 10 V8A Our tnlannationtaclviology structura will ba 
poisad to atfiiavs a maior syelams ovartiauri vid support ths One-VA 
arctirlsctue. 


VBA wM work dotsfy with VHA and BVA H Improving Bw qusMy of GMms. 
0«r Qualify Assiranea Pregrama will ba greatly mprovad Wavnll usa ai^an 
systems wtHrevarpossMa and win uaatactmlogy to control varHneas. Ctaima 
proossa quali fy wW Pa linkad to training cuttemas arid pacfotmanca Mi ba 
msasurad uaing pra-tdanliftad goals vid rnil sst ons s 


WeeWhavaimptsniantsdtsnoro»so. si isamiinaotsananrasourcss 
otgantzBiion. VBAwWadSsvssneetavsiatparriarsMpwanHber 
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organizallons W» Ml conduct oroamaUonalaswontani surveys and vnd 
axplore a separate VBA parsomet systam Our personnsi selection process 
will be alianad to our human resource requtremanu (a.g.. aiuHs, compslenoss 
endrlefireo outcomes) and reflect the dhereityot the people whom we serve. 
VBA’s reward and recognition system win be aligned to desired outcomes. We 
will neve compiaied ai> evaluation of pay pilois 

Succession Plaonino in 2001 

VBA’s core eotnpeiencles will be identifiad and a succession plan will be 
developed arxl pilolad. Managing and promoting diversity will be a core part of 
our succesaMn plan Succession oiarsimg will integrate human resource issues 
(e.g . training and rewards). Feedback will be ga t h ered raguiarly throughout 
plan development and implementabon. 

Structure 10 2001 

VBA’s organizational atruciue will be agile and will taoiitale easa or access 
byvaterena Wewlllnoibaboundbyoeograptvcallimitationalnouraarvicesto 
veterana. Authority and responsibiNly to make dacwona will be dnvan down to 
the lowest appropriate level VBA managers will share avaiiabM resources arvl 
reduce redundanaea FisH opar ati ons wd be leam-based VBA’s Aetd 
organization will be realigned to better reflect our team-baiad. cuaiomer focused 
and rasiruetured organization VBA Central Office will racilrtaia policy 
davelopmenl, program inlagnty, strategic plenning, and budget fonnutstion 

Slfiteoie PWinino in 2001 

VBA wiA echieve a dynamic ftralegic plamng process trial misgraies ail 
near atx) long term planning aetivillea Strategic planning will be outcome 
focused, nave goals that era meaaurabia. and promoia accouritaburty The plan 
will be based on the Balanced Scorecard QuaAty of Ufa for veterans and 
program outcomes will drive strategic planning Strategic plenning will 
Incorporate data from e broad array el mlermalion systems inoudmg surveys of 
both veterans and amptoyeea. Prioritization of reseurcat wMI be based on dsta- 
driven strategic pfenning adivitea 

These 12 eaiegenes and objectives tormed the basis lor the second round of 
planning activities that ocarred in mid to lata Jsnuay I convened a series o( 
teem maetinga in Wasflinglon DC which brought together over SO VBA 
employees from throu^iout the agency, along with represomativae from other 
orgviizations n the Department, various Veterans Servica Organizatians and 
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VA employw unions. Together, this diverse group reviewed VBA’s mission, 
vision, values and objectives, wid artalyzed the issues arvl opportunities 
Identified and prioritized at the Bailimore workshop 

The group was then divided irKo nine teams, with each learn responsible for 
analyzing, developing and reporting on near-term actiorw to address the nine 
most significant opportunities for improving VBA benefits delivery In the r>sar- 
term. Those nine opportunity areas are organizational stnjcture, claims 
processing, BPR, balartced scorecard, communicationa, training, data, 
information technology and strategic planning. The nine teams also began the 
process of developing longer term strategies to lead us toward our year 2001 
objectives. The results of those team planning efforts that are reported in the 
attachments to the ‘Roadmap to Excellenca ' 
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STATEMENT OF PHRiP R. WILKERSON, DEPUTY DIRECTOR 
NATIONAL VETERANS AFFAIRS AND REHABILITATION COMMISSION 
THE AMERICAN LEGION 
(0 the 

BENEFITS SUBCOMMITTEE 
COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS 
U^. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES 
on 

GOVERNMENT PERFORMANCE AND RESULTS ACT 
AT THE VETERANS BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION 

March 76. 1998 


Mr Chairman and Members of the Comminee 

The American Legion appreciates the opportunity to briefly share with you our 
concerns about a number of serious problems which directly and indirectly affect VA's 
ability to develop and implement efTective short'ierm initiatives and long-range strategies, 
in accordance with the requirements of the Government Performance Results Act 
(GPRA) 

The American Legion continues to be supportive of VA's effons to improve their 
service to this nation's veterans, their families and survivors However, currem policies 
and procedures have lead to a dramatic decline in customer satisfaction, low employee 
morale, a high rate of appeals and remands. This has also resulted in the waste of 
resources already in critically short supply and a backlog of pending claims which is again 
reaching crisis proportions. What we see today are the consequences of perennial budget 
cuts by Congress and the agencies inability and an unwillingness to address various 
problems which affect daily operations as writ as the development ofboth a strategic 
planning process and sound strategic plans Over the last several years, (he Veterans 
Benefits Administration (VBA) has developed its Business Process Reengineering (BPR) 
plans aclivnies which have not been without controversy and criticism, particularly 
proposals to restructure and reorganize fi^ station activities. Upon closer exsmination 
and debate, many of these have shown to be ill conceived and there was nothing, other 
than VA's promise, that the proposed changes would resulted in the service improvements 
and budget savings projected. This has forced VBA back to the drawing board and a new 
strategic plan has been developed entitled ''Roadmap to Excellence." 

Mr Chairman, The American Legion along voth the other veterans service 
organizations provided input to this plan It also refleas the consideration of many of the 
concerns and recommendations offered by the Claims Adjudication Commission and the 
National Academy of Public Administration In our view, the k^ to the successful 
implementation of these planned initiatives and achieving the intended goals will be to first 
make those changes which are focused on improving the quality of the claims adjudication 
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process These include dunging the work measurement system, implementing an 
effective quality assurance program, and instituting personal and management 
accountability These factors directly and indirectly affect most all VBA activities as well 
as those of Ihe Board of Veterans Appeals (BVA). We are, therefore, appreciative of the 
candor expressed by the Under Secretary for Benefits. Joseph Thompson, about the need 
to improve the quality ofdaims adjudication and that VBA employees must be held 
accountable for their dedsions. However, we recognize the fact that the VBA system 
cannot be simply shut-down and these problems fixed However, we are concerned that 
unless and until VBA directly and aggressively addresses some of Ihe most basic problems 
affecting daily field station activities, these plans will not reach their staled goals and 
service will not, in fact, improve. 

One of the major changes to be made under Ihe "Roadmap to Excellence" will be a 
field reorganization into 10 essentially autonomous Geographic Consortia. The directors 
of the current field station offices would be grouped and would function as a board of 
directors making decisions by consensus Leadership of each grouping would be self- 
selected The plan also provides that at some point in the future, cenain “systems" to 
ensure accountability and "measures" that evaluate pcribrmance would be put into place 
The criteria for determining the composition of the Consortia include a number of factors 
related to resource allocation, as well as. employee initiative and delivery of service. In 
our view, this may be putting “the horse before the cart ” We are concerned that, much 
like past reorganization and restructuring proposals, the changes described will be 
undercut by the persistent and pervasive lack of quality decisionmaking and the factors 
that contribute to this problem 

The lack of quality decision making and an ineffective quality assurance program, 
together with a lack of personal and management accountability have a profound adverse 
effect on claims processing, the number of appeals filed and Ihe number of remands by the 
BVA, the overall resource needs, and, finally, budget justification. The projected 
improveinent under the new VBA plan emphasizes increased outreach, operating 
efficiency, teamwork and cooperation, worksharing, and management flexibility. We fail 
to see how the necessary management plans and decisions can be made without accurate 
and reliable data on how much work there is to be done, how long it actually lakes to do it 
properly and correctly, and what field stations' real resource needs are, individually and 
collectively. To pursue this type of major reorganization vriihout having proven quality- 
improvement measures in place and working, jeopardizes Ihe plan's overall goals and 
squanders critically short resources. 

There is an acknowledgment that service to veterans has declined and Ihe backlog 
of pending claims has steadily grown to an almost "unmanageable levef Former 
Secretary Brown described a similar situation in the early 1990's as a "crisis”. The 
backlog is expected to reach 500,000 cases by Ihe end of FY 1998. VBA's strategy still 
relies on (he heavy use of over-time funds to "stabilize” the workload The assumption is 
that if this can be achieved, this will allow the im;dementaiK>n of (hose planned initiatives 
to improve work management and service Clearly, maintaining the emphasis on 
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production and reducing timdiness will exacerbate the curreni workload problems and 
further erode customer satisfaction 

Mr. Chairman, the following discussion illustrates the effect of quality-related 
problems on VBA's operatiotts artd its plans. 

I Many benefit claims are arbitrarily denied because of improper VA management 
practices. 


The report of the VA OIG, Accuracy of CPRA Data-Project TRS-DZS 
indicates that some VA regional office menagement (Directors, Adjudication Officers, 
Section Chiefs, and Unit Chiefs) “game the system”, i.e., cheat on their numbers. These 
officials manipulate statistical workload data to show improved or high levels of 
productivity, timeliness, and quality for their regional offices. The false statistics may 
have, in some instances, supported promotions and bonuses for managers who "gamed" 
the system. 

This “gaming" practice, the iC reports, is used to deny some claims the same day 
they are received by the regional office. According to the Inspector General, these 
improper actions result in the premature denial of some claims and the inadequate 
development of other benefit d^s 

The “gaming" noted in the IG report involves cheating by some regional office 
managers to improve their siaiisiical performance. We find it unconscionable that any 
VA official would inienlionally hurt veterans in order to advance their own careers. We 
are deeply concerned by the faa that a generation of VA managers have been promoted to 
positions of authority and responsibility based, in part, on their ability to manipulate the 
system 


Thus far, the Under Secretary for Benefits, Mr Tliompson, has publicly expressed 
a willingness to address this situation if given adequate resources and support His 
honesty and candor concerning questions about the accuracy and reliability of VA 
statistics is refreshing There is a very real need for immediate aclkm to establish 
safeguards that would eliminate both the ability of VA managers to manipulate statistical 
data, and the incentives to do so. 

2. According to the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA), the dedsions on many 
benefit claims are erroneous. 

VBA recently publi^ed (he Report on (he Study of National Accuracy Using 
the New Star Program Checklist (STAR), u4iich reveals that many claims for 
compensation and pension benefits were improperly denied. The findings of the STAR 
report were: 


VA ignored many claims, 
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* in many inst8nc«s. VA did not try to obtain ail necessary evidence before 
dettying the claim, 

* VA erroneously denied many rnerilorious claims, and 

* many notice letters were inaccurate and misleading. 

The STAR, report revealed that the VA accuracy rate is only 64 percent 
Essentially, 36 percertt of all claims reviewed had significam errors that mainly led to the 
improper denial of either compensation or pension beneflts. The STAR report indicated 
that of 384 cased reviewed 139 had at least one error with a total of S8S errors or an 
average of 4 2 errors per case. 

A 36 percent error rate is unacceptable and should not be tolerated. Clearly there 
is an urgent need for VBA to implentent a nationwide quality check of all VA regional 
offices. The Secretary of VA must clearly define what is an acceptable level of accuracy 
and make all managers accountable for the performance of those whom they supervise. 
We believe that one reason for this high error rate is an undue emphasis on production and 
timeliness without an equal empha«s on quality Again, it is apparent that immediate 
attention and action is required to correct this situation 

3. Many benefit claims are unftirly denied because there is a dispute between VBA and 
the Board of Veterans Appeals about the nature and limits of VA's statutory "duty to 
assist "[38USCSI07(a)J 

The Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) and the Board of Veterans Appeals 
(BVA) have differing interpretations of the extent ofVBA's and BVA's obligation to 
assist a veterans in developing factVevidence peninem to lus or her claim, under 38 USC 
5107 and38CFR3 159. 

These disputes leave many veterans caught in the imddle and many lose their 
benefits as a result. The VA Adjudkalion Manual, M21'l (M2I>I) mandates that VA 
regional offices fully develop all claims before any decision is made The BVA, however, 
finds all errors in the regional office’s development to be “harmless error", if a well* 
grounded claim has not been filed, in accordance with Edenfield v. Brown . 

However, up to that point, many veterans have never been told what the true 
issues are in their claim until the BVA issues a final denial. ITiey have pursed their appeal 
without ever knowing that their claims were not well-grounded or having ever been asked 
by any component of the VAfor evidence that would hdp them obtain benefits. This 
results in the potential loss of many years of benefits in a substantial number of cases. 

In Carhino v Gober (No. 96-162S. November 6, 1997). the Unted States Court 
of Veterans Appeals (CVA or Court) noted that there were numerous provisions in the 
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M2I-1 in which VA appears to mandate that its adjudicators ^ully develop claims that 
were not initially well-grounded, but which were potentially well-grounded. In Carhitro. 
the CVAreHised to resolve the conflict between the M21-I and BVA decisions regarding 
the “duty to assist." The Court, however, invited VA to resolve this issue. TheCVA 
stated, "Our declination is also based on the belief that the Acting Secretary, the Board, 
and the General Counsel should address the issue: then, if necessary, the Court could then 
review the question." 


We believe VBA must make quality hs top priority. Prompt, but erroneous 
decisions should not be rewarded or tolerated This is neither good service or due 
process. We recommend that VBA undertake a comprehensive quality review which 
would: 

* ideniily manipulation of statistics by locsl martagers; 

* identify common errors made by adjudicators and rating boards, 

* help protect veterans against the erroneous denial of benefits' and 

* make VA managers and adjudicators accountable by linking their performance 
evaluations with the quality of their work and the possibility of adverse personnel action if 
the quality of their work was shown to be unacceptable 

Mr. Chairman, we have suggested to VBA that the following action be taken to 
resolve the problems with the current work credit system and quality assurance program; 

1 . Create an independent quality review section in VA Central Office under the 
supervision of the Inspector General or the Secretary, whose job it would be to review and 
evaluate the quality or accuracy of the adjudication of claims for compensation or 
pension, 

2. Revise the performance standards for the evaluation of all regional offices to include a 
quality component based on the independent quality review; 

3. Base, in part, the evaluation of all VA regnal office managers (Directors, 

Adjudication Officers, Section Chiefs, and Unit Chiefs) on the results of the independent 
quality review; 

4. Create rewards or irveentives for VA workers and managers who show that they can 
“do it right the first time." 



44 


6 


The issue of VA't “duty lo assist" can be resolved almost immediately, we 
believe. VA's long-standing policy has been to develop all claims until a “merits- 
decision" can be made This policy is clearly reflected in the guidelines and directives set 
forth inhCl-I, the VA Adju^cation Manud. The Under Secretary for Benefits should, 
with the assistance of the VA Cenenl Counsel and in consultation with the Chturman of 
the Board of Veterans Appeals, draft a regulation acknowledging that a well-grounded 
claim does not have to be filed before VA is obligated to assist the claimant in the 
development of their claim. The regulation should direct adjudicators to develop all 
claims for benefits to the point where they can eilher grant the benefit souf^t or deny the 
claim on the merits. 

The regional offices need to clearly inform veterans whose claims were denied of 
the following: 

* specifically, why the claim was denied; and 

* what specific issues connected to the denial were not being addressed or 
adjudicated by the regional office, and 

* what specific evidence is absent from the claim that, if submitted, mi(^t allow 
an adjudicator to grant the benefit sought 

Mr. Chairman, we support VBA in ihdrelfons to do a better job of strategic 
planning at all levels, u requir^ by GPRA. Tfuamust include devdoptiteni of the 
necessary organizational and programmatic framework for this type of planning. Previous 
VBA plans and initiatives have emphasized the wrong priorities lo the detriment of 
veterans and the agency, in our opinion We believe that continued oversight by this 
Committee will be essential in helping them as they work toward improving the level and 
the quality of service provided and using the available resources in the most efficient and 
cost-effective manner possible. 


Mr. Chairman, that concludes our statement. 
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MAY ] 8 1993 

The Honofable Lane Evans 
Ranking Democratic Member 
Committee on veterans' Affairs 
U.S. House of Representatives 
Washington, DC 20515 

Dear Mr. Evans; 

Enclosed are the Department's responses to the post hearing questions 
you posed in connection with the Subcommittee on Benefits Hearing of March 26, 
1 998, on GPRA Principles at the Veterans Benefits Administration, Department of 
Veterans Affairs. 

We regret the delay in getting these questions answered and appreciate 
the opportunity to submit this information for the record. 

Sincerely, 


Jos^ Thompson 


Enclosure 
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FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS FROM 
HON. LANE EVANS ■ SUBCOMMITTEE ON BENEFITS HEARING 
ON GPRA PRINCIPLES AT THE VETERANS BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION 

MARCH 26, 1998 


Question 1: In your opinion, what are the biggest obstacles to the 
implementation of GPRA by the Veterans Benefits Administration? 

Answer: The Veterans fierwfits Administration has made significant progress 
toward Implementing the requirements of GPRA since 1990, building on the two 
GPRA pilot programs, the Loan Guaranty Program and the New Yorx Regional 
Office. VBA has developed business line plans for ea^ of its six busiiwss lines 
(Compensation, Pension, Education, Loan Guaranty, Vocational Rehabilitation 
and Insurance] and meaningful performance measures integrslir>g theses plans 
and performance measures with the budget request 

The biggest obstacle to VBA's full implementation of GPRA is reaching 
agreement with our major staKeholders on the program outcomes (results- 
oriented goals) for some of the programs Developing more results-oriented 
goals and measures will require VBA to address difficult and sensitive questions 
regardir^ spedfic benefit programs. VBA has a compreherrsive array of 
customer-focused, process performance goals and measures for each business 
line These measures, which include limelirwss, accuracy, customer 
satisfaction, employee development and satisfaction, and unit cost, will be used 
as a balanced scorecard of measures for each business line to improva our 
responsiveness to the veterans we serve At the same time, we are continuing 
to make progress in the identification of outcome measures for each business 
line, development of data systems to measure outcomes, and establishment of 
outcome goals. VBA will continue to involve all stakeholders in the development 
of substantive outcomes The Department is assisting VBA in the identification 
of program outcomes and will assist VBA in conducting program evaluations. 

Question 2. Please describe your plans to Improve the training of VA 
adjudicators. Provide the timetable for and goats of improved adjudicator 
training. How do you see the development of computer-based training 
modules as assistirrg in the implementation of GPRA? 

Answer. As part of its re-engineering plans for adjudicative ar>d veterans 
services activities, VBA has begun the development arid implementation of 
training and performance support systems (TPSS) for its key field positions: the 
Rating Specialist, the Veterans Service Representative (VSR-a combination of 
the Adjudicator and Veterans Benefits Counselor positions), and the Decision 
Review Officer (DRO). The first system is for the new Rating Specialist and 
training modules on rating original compensation, pension, and dependency and 
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indemnity compensation (DIC) claims will t>e released m the Fall with 
subsequent modules released in FY 1999 As a prelude to the system for the 
new Rating Specialists, by June VBA will release a training program to help 
newer Rating Speaalist prepare and certify appeals to the Board of Veterans’ 
Appeals The development of the TPSS for the VSR will begin by the end of this 
fiscal year, and the development of training for the ORO is expected to begin 
late in FY 1 999. Both these systems will take two to three years to develop and 
release These tralnirtg programs use a large amount of computer-based 
instruction, in combination with classroom training. menlorir>g by experienced 
personnel, and training and testing with simulated claims folders Training with 
the TPSS will be immediate, comprehensive, and consistent and will allow 
ultimately for the certification of necessary job skills needed for GPRA 
performance measures. 

As an interim step to longer-term TPSS training programs. VBA vnll be releasing 
training packages to the field stations via the Intranet for new VSRs. new Rating 
Specialists, and for claims development These packages, which will be 
released by the Fall and which are being prepared by the Compensation and 
Pension Service and some of the best subject matter experts from the field 
stations, will provide substantive material to the field to ensure immediate and 
consistent training 

Question 3. The recent evaluation of compensation and pension rating 
decisions indicates a significant error In more than one out of every three 
claims. How do you plan to address this problem? What significant error 
rata ia acceptable? 

Answer. The Systematic Technical Accuracy Review (STAR) test did find a 
national accuracy success rale of 64 percent for the core adjudicative work (the 
more complex rating related work] As we noted in January when we released 
the report of Ihe test, this percentage became our performance baseline from 
which we clearly must improve. VBA plans to address this problem with new 
training in the critical areas of error ar^o with an implementation of the STAR 
program nationally by Ihe beginning of FY 1999 The results of the STAR 
program will be used to assess the accuracy of the work completed at each 
station and the nation ac a whole The results of each station will be the primary 
measure of VBA's balanced scorecard for the field adjudicative activities starling 
in FY 1999 and will be a key basis for assessing the performar>ces of many of 
our field imanagers. Sixty-four percent is the baseline and the beginning point. 
The strategic goal will be in Ihe nineties. ar>d VBA will be developing the exact 
number aru] the intervening milestones as part of the business plan for the FY 
2000 budget 

Question 4: Are you familiar with H.R. 2SB3 which would impose additional 
GPRA requirements on the VA? What impact would enactment of such 
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(egislation have on the work you are currently doing to comply with 
existing law? 

Answer: VBA Is familiar with H R 2283 arrd the aOdiliorral requirements for 
GPRA implementation. These changes to GPRA will r>ot Impose a significant 
change to the strategic management system currently used by VBA to implement 
GPRA VBA has developed a strategic plan and business line plans to support 
the strategic plan. These plans currently contain strategies ar>d objectives that 
address major management issues VBA is currently working to develop the 
data sources, accountability systems, and information systems necessary to 
support GPRA implementation. We will design these systems to ensure the 
integrity of the data used to determine performance VBA will develop a more 
comprehensive process of integration and cooperation with other government 
agencies to identify similar functions and ensure the development of 
complementary goals, strategies, and performance measures, v^enever 
possible. 

Question 5. Describe how the program to expedite decisions on claims 
which are developed by veterans service organizations will not result In a 
>riolation of the VA's responsibility to fully inform veterans of the evidence 
needed to pursue their claims and to assist them In obtaining evidence? 
How will this be evaluated? 

Answer. Historically, service organizations have always played a key role in the 
development of claims for those veterans and survivors for whom they hold 
power of attorney. In the past, their help in developing claims has not relieved 
VA of its responsibility Id notify claimants of the evidence needed to establish a 
well-grounded claim nor do we intend it to do so now We believe, however, that 
through active communication with the representative, the veteran will have a 
clearer picture of what is needed to be successful In a claim and will work vrilh 
us to obtain those elements of private evidence which he or she has a greater 
potential to obtain than VA For example, vrhile if notified of a private physician's 
evidence VA would attempt to get that evidence, through working with the 
claimant and his or her representalive the veteran will understand that frequently 
VA Is unsuccessful in getting this type of irrformation 

The real focus of the effort to gain the active involvement of claimants and 
representatives at the beginning of the process is to fully educate both on the 
evidentiary requirements in the specific claim being made, and get their help in 
obtaining the Information so that the claimant obtains the correct decision, 
whether favorable or unfavorable, earlier in an understandable way. 

Question. What percent of initial claims are well-grounded? For Initial 
claims, which are not well-grounded, what percent of these claimants has 
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VA assisted to develop a well-grounded claim prior to the claim being 
submitted? 

Answer. We recently completed our well-grounded case review and we are 
nappy to share our findings with the committee. Our review found that almost 
one-third (33%) of initial claims (those received by VA for the first time) were well 
grounded at the time of submission to VA 


You also asked what percent of these claimants had been assisted by VA to 
develop a well-grounded claim prior to the claim beirtg submitted. 'Assistance' 
prior to the receipt of a claim consists of outreach efforts such as town hall 
rrteetings, presentations to various local veterans groups, and answerirtg 
questions and providing forms based on veteran inquiries to our phone units 
We do not keep statistics regarding whether such efforts ultimately result in the 
submission of a claim. Conceptually however, it would not be possible to have a 
well grourKted ciaim prior to the actual filir>g of a claim. To be weH-grourtded, the 
law requires that a claimant file a claim identifying the specific benefit being 
sought; that In disability claims there be evidence of the condition in service or 
within the presumptive period: that the claimant have the cor>dition now; and that 
the veteran submit medical evidence of a nexus between service and the current 
condition 

Question. For initial claims, what percent of claimants should VA assist In 
developing a well-grounded claim prior to the claim being submitted? 

Answer. Please see response to previous question 

Question 6. Has Congress focused too much on the time It takes the VA to 
decide a claim and too little upon the amount of time It takes VA staff to 
fulfill the VA's duty to assist the veteran and correctly adjudicate the 
claim? Please explain your response. 

Answer. Broadly speaking, we all have focused too much on getting claims 
done in the shortest amount of time without sufficient regard to the other aspects 
of our business — the veteran artd his or her claim. The completion of all original 
compensation claims m 106 days or less became a driving goal that caused or 
masked other problems. 

Customer surveys arnl our STAR test independently demonstrate that our 
emphasis on timeliness has had a negative impact on accuracy of claims 
processing and customer satisfaction 

VBA Is moving to a balanced scorecard approach beginning in FY 1999 to better 
ensure that we provide the best service possible to veterans and other 
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benerioaries We will use five primary areas to determine how well we perform 
our duties— these are accuracy, customer satisfaction, employee development, 
processing timeliness, and unit cost. 

VBA’s priority has already been refocused from timeliness to accuracy. The 
measurement system used In the scorecard makes accuracy our driving force. 
We anticipate that the short term impact of tha new measurement system will be 
to Increase the length of time it takes to process a claim, however, as we 
improve accuracy and reduce rework and appeals, and customers are better 
satisfied, we expect timeliness to improve 

Our goal is to be sure that a claim is worked accurately: that tha veteran is 
satisfied with the service, even if the claim is denied; that VBA employees are 
properly trained and motivated to do the job right; that the claim is processed in 
a proper time frame; and that the cost of processing the claim is kept in control. 
This is the right way of doing business, and this is what VBA is offering to our 
customers and to our stakeholders 
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